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Designing the Rules of the Game:  
Legislative Processes in Authoritarian Legislatures 

Ae sil Woo 
Doctor of Philosophy in Political Science  

University of California, Merced 
Abstract 

 
 

In the first part of my dissertation, I address the tradeoff that dictators must manage 
between opposition inclusion and the protection of their own policy. Dictators often invite 
potential opposition to participate in a legislature to mitigate the threat, but this inclusion 
may result in the passage of unwanted legislation. Using a series of spatial models that 
demonstrate variation in dictatorial legislative process and attendant policy loss, I identify 
the dictator’s strategic legislative design – a set of legislative procedures that 
simultaneously increases the participation of legislative opposition and protects the 
dictator’s policy preference. I argue that dictators are increasingly likely to create such a 
legislature as threat increases and show empirically that as the collective action capacity of 
the opposition increases, dictators are more likely to create legislative institutions that 
allow them to best mitigate the threat-policy tradeoff. This paper contributes to the 
cooptation literature by showing how leaders reengineer institutions to manage the 
potential costs of opposition inclusivity.  

In my second paper, I examine the effects of legislative processes on an 
opposition’s decision to boycott elections. Autocratic leaders strategically institute 
legislative rules, but less is studied about the reaction of opposition to such rules. I theorize 
that legislative rules affect non-regime political parties’ present and future value of holding 
legislative seats. Despite the increased level of presence in a decision-making process, 
opposition’s presence does not translate into policy changes due to legislative rules 
designed to favor the incumbent. In such a case, the value of holding legislative office 
decreases, and the opposition decide to drop out of an election, instead of investing 
resources for winning it. I identify legislative rules that rig the process in favor of the leader 
and empirically find that political parties in autocracies are more likely to engage in a 
boycott when such legislative rules exist.  

In the last part of my dissertation, I investigate the role of a senate as a dictator’s 
strategic tool to address the costs of co-opting oppositions in a political system. I argue that 
dictators establish a senate and design institutional rules in a way that opposition inclusion 
becomes insignificant in the process. In particular, I identify three legislative rules around 
a senate: 1) appointment rule, 2) joint voting, and 3) majority requirement. These rules of 
a senate aid dictators to assemble a necessary legislative majority for extending term limits 
despite high opposition in a lower house. Due to the associated costs of a senate, dictators 
who do not have other institutions, such as a military or a dominant party, invest resources 
to use a senate in this strategic way. Therefore, I expect the positive effect of a senate is 
prevalent in personalist regimes. I empirically show that dictators who establish a senate 
are more likely to extend term limits via a legislative process than those who do not. This 
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positive effect is more significant in personalist regimes than non-personalist regimes. This 
paper contributes to our understanding of nominally democratic institutions in a personalist 
regime, which is becoming the most common regime type in dictatorships. 
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Opposition Threat and Legislative
Process in Dictatorships
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Opposition Threat and Legislative Process in
Dictatorships

AE SIL WOO
University of California, Merced

Abstract

Dictators often mitigate threats by allowing their opposition to partic-
ipate in a legislature (e.g., Gandhi 2008). Although there are benefits to
legislative inclusivity, dictators must manage the tradeoff between threat
reduction and the protection of their own policy preferences. In this pa-
per, I show that dictators manage the tradeoff between minimizing op-
position threat and legislative policy loss by strategically designing the
legislative process. Using a series of spatial models that demonstrate
variation in dictatorial legislative process and attendant policy loss, I iden-
tify the dictator’s optimal legislative design—a set of legislative proce-
dures that simultaneously increases opposition participation and pro-
tects the dictator’s policy preference. I argue that dictators are increas-
ingly likely to create such a legislature as threat increases and show em-
pirically that as the collective action capacity of the opposition increases,
dictators are more likely to create legislative institutions that allow them
to best mitigate the threat-policy tradeoff.
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1 Introduction

In order to quell opposition demands following the 2008 Kenyan presidential elec-
tion (BBC 2008), President Mwai Kibaki invited the Opposition under Raila Odinga to
participate in the Parliament of Kenya. Supporters of both leaders stopped their col-
lective dissent soon after the announcement, agreeing that the new power-sharing
agreement seemed promising (Gettleman 2008). In 2012, Opposition member and
Deputy Prime Minister Musalia Mudavadi sponsored a bill to decentralize the na-
tional government administration system. Administration officers and ministers wor-
ried about its potential passage until President Kibaki vetoed the first version of the
bill in 2012 (Hassan 2015). Why did President Kibaki permit his opposition to par-
ticipate in the legislature only to veto an opposition bill aiming to decentralize the
political system?

Dictators often face threats to their rule; they often respond by “buying off” the
opposition with material or policy concessions (Conrad 2011, Tsai 2007, Wallace 2013)
or by increasing inclusivity in the political process via opposition participation in
the legislature (Gandhi 2008, Gandhi and Przeworski 2007, Svolik 2012, ?). Legisla-
tive inclusivity—and the perks of office—can mitigate opposition dissent by appeas-
ing moderate opposition members and isolating them from more radical opponents
(Lust-Okar 2005) and by providing a closed-door setting for discussion whereby in-
formation about elite-level conflict is less likely to spread to the broader public (Gandhi
2008). But the establishment of a legislature is costly for dictators: establishing for-
mal rules that allow the opposition to influence legislation may lead to policy loss for
the leader. Relative to their non-legislative counterparts, dictators who allow oppo-
sition participation in the legislature limit their ability to use of public money for pri-
vate gains (Boix 2003, Gandhi 2008, Gehlbach and Keefer 2011, Wright 2008), spend-
ing less on the military and offering better protections for workers’ rights(Gandhi
2008). How do dictators manage the tradeoff between opposition threat reduction
via the creation of a legislature and the protection of their own policy preferences?

In this paper, I argue that dictators manage the tradeoff between minimizing op-
position threat and legislative policy loss by strategically designing the legislative
process. Using a series of spatial models that demonstrate variation in dictatorial
legislative process and attendant policy loss, I identify the dictator’s optimal legisla-
tive design—a set of legislative procedures that simultaneously increases opposition
participation and protects the dictator’s policy preference. The dictator’s optimal leg-
islative design gives the opposition the power to propose new legislation—but per-
mits the dictator to unilaterally manage a number of important policy areas and to
exercise the right to executive veto. I argue that dictators are more likely to create
such a legislature when they face an opposition threat. Relative to other legislative
designs, I show empirically that dictators are more likely to institute the optimal de-
sign if opposition collective action capacity (as measured by urban concentration,
the percentage of democracies in the world, and the number of parties participating
in the legislature) is high.

This paper contributes to the scholarly understanding of the strategic use of in-
stitutions in dictatorships, showing that dictators respond to opposition threat by
carefully selecting legislative procedures. I find empirical support for the hypothesis
that opposition threat leads dictators to prefer particular legislative processes over



4

others. In addition, this work provides a foundation for understanding the subtle re-
lationship between opposition participation and policy outcomes in dictatorships.
My spatial models counterintuitively show that “inclusive” legislative processes can
be made to produce similar policy outcomes to those that look more dictatorial. For
example, I show that the opposition’s right to propose a bill does not increase the
group’s policy influence if paired with a dictatorial veto. As such, scholars, advo-
cates, and policy makers should take care in assessing the extent to which legislative
procedures offer the opposition real power.

2 Legislative Institutions in Dictatorships

Dictators often face costly threats to their rule. Mass civilian uprisings can both di-
rectly unseat incumbent rulers (Boix 2003) and indirectly increase the likelihood of
elite-level dissent (Casper and Tyson 2014). Military or political elites can plot coups
to overthrow incumbent rulers (Luttwak 1968, Powell and Thyne 2011). These types
of collective dissent—even if ultimately unsuccessful—impose immediate costs on
the dictator and can also encourage future dissent by providing widespread informa-
tion about the current level of dissatisfaction in the regime (Casper and Tyson 2014).1

Although governments sometimes respond to collective dissent with repression (e.g.,
Davenport 2007, Lohmann 1994, Shadmehr and Bernhardt 2011), repression can be
costly (Wintrobe 2000) and ineffective if dictators need cooperation from the oppo-
sition (Gandhi 2008). As such, scholars also argue that dictators seek to “buy off” the
opposition to quell unrest (e.g., Conrad 2011, Gandhi 2008, Gandhi and Przeworski
2006).

Gandhi (2008, 140) argues that dictators also use nominally democratic institu-
tions to “neutralize threats to their rule and solicit cooperation.” In particular, dicta-
tors can limit the capacity of the opposition to organize through the establishment
of a legislature (Gandhi 2008, Lust-Okar 2005, Svolik 2012, Woo and Conrad 2019).2

Because dictators can allow the opposition to express demands in closed-door leg-
islative discussions without causing public disturbance (Gandhi 2008, Gandhi and
Przeworski 2007),3 legislatures serve as forums where the dictator and the oppo-
sition can manage monitoring and commitment issues to ameliorate the need for
collective dissent (Boix and Svolik 2013, Gehlbach and Keefer 2012, Svolik 2012). In
addition, granting the opposition political office—and allowing them to reap the ac-
companying rewards—is a method by which to appease the moderates and isolate
them from more radical opposition members (Lust-Okar 2005).

Although there is general agreement in the literature as to the benefits of estab-
lishing a dictatorial legislature, few scholars have investigated the costs of such insti-

1Ritter and Conrad (2016) define collective dissent as a coordinated citizen act to change status
quo outside of state institution.

2The “opposition” is a hetereogenous group of individuals whose preferences differ from those of
the dictator. Schuler and Malesky (2014, 684) states that “[a] true opposition...is a group whose sole
purpose is attempting to control government.” The opposition “might include elite members of the
active political opposition with a track record of anti-regime protest, or grassroots members of the
real opposition, or even wavering members of the regime-party elite” (Noble 2018, 3).

3Svolik (2012) argues that coups are less likely to occur if elites can constantly monitor dictator’s
compliance to formal rules.
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tutionalization. There is suggestive evidence that the opposition benefits from leg-
islative creation: relative to their non-legislative counterparts, dictators in countries
with legislatures spend less money on the armed forces but more money on edu-
cation, health, and social security and pass stronger laws protecting workers’ rights
(Gandhi 2008). Dictatorial legislatures are also positively correlated with economic
growth and domestic investment; scholars have interpreted this correlation as evi-
dence that legislatures constrain dictators’ decision-making and prevent expropria-
tion of private properties (Boix 2003, Gandhi 2008, Gehlbach and Keefer 2011, Wright
2008).

Just because the policy outcomes associated with dictatorial legislatures appear
to benefit a broad swath of the population does not necessarily mean that dicta-
tors who institute legislatures face policy loss for doing so. The design of dictatorial
institutions is vulnerable to strategic manipulation by the dictator (Pepinsky 2014).
Negretto (2013) reports that constitutions in military regimes are often drafted via a
process that prioritizes delegates and commissions appointed by military rulers. In
Egypt, for example, Hosni Mubarak was able to modify the national constitution to
prevent presidential nominations from non-regime parties (?). Dictators who face a
threatening opposition and want to respond via the creation of a legislature can seek
to similarly design the legislative process to maximize the benefits of opposition par-
ticipation and minimize policy loss.

In the following section, I explore the various ways in which a dictator can arrange
legislative procedures. Using spatial models, I examine the policy loss associated
with various legislative procedures and identify the “optimal” institutional arrange-
ment to mitigate the tradeoff between including the opposition and minimizing leg-
islative policy loss.

3 Mitigating Policy Loss via Legislative Process

The literature on legislative process often considers four procedures (sometimes in
isolation and sometimes in combinations) that facilitate legislative power (e.g., Jenk-
ins and Monroe 2016) and thus may provide dictatorial opposition parties with the
ability to influence policy: majority vote, amendment power, and first proposal power,
and second proposal power. In addition to offering the opposition these carrots, dic-
tators can also choose to institute procedures to counteract legislative challenges like
maintaining exclusive proposal power or implementing an executive veto. In this
section, I present various combinations of these procedures and use spatial models
to determine the dictatorial policy loss associated with each legislative process.

In each of the models presented below, I construct a theoretical space in which
dictators interact with the opposition. In my models, policy loss occurs when there
is a difference between a final policy as produced by the legislature and the policy
most preferred by the dictator. I set a bundle of baseline assumptions that are con-
stant throughout each of models. Across models, what varies is legislative process:
who has the power to make and amend proposals, who has the power to veto them,
and in what order. In order to determine the dictators’ policy loss associated with
different legislative procedures, I present the assumptions of my model and the pref-
erences of its actors in the first subsection below. Solving for Subgame Perfect Nash
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Equilibrium, I identify the strategy profile that maximizes utility for actors at a given
status quo. Once I identify the actors’ strategy profiles and equilibrium policy out-
comes, I denote the dictator’s policy losses by finding the difference between the
equilibrium policy outcome and the ideal policy preference of the dictator.

3.1 Model: Actors and Preferences

In my models, three actors interact with each other: a dictator (D), an opposition
(O), and the median voter (M). The opposition is simply an actor with a different
policy preference than the dictator. I focus on the strategy of the median voter in-
stead of considering the voting decision of all legislators. The median voter in my
models conforms to conventional assumptions used in spatial models (Black et al.
1958, Downs 1957, Hotelling 1929, Romer and Rosenthal 1978).4 The median has a
policy preference that stands in the middle of policy preferences of a dictator and the
opposition (i.e., |D −M | = |M −O|) in a unidimensional policy space.5 For simplicity,
I assume that dictatorial legislatures in my models require a majority vote to pass
legislation.6 Figure 1 shows the ideal points (i.e., the most preferred policy positions)
of the dictator (D), the median voter (M), and the opposition (O). Throughout, for
easy explication, I assume that D and O are equally far from M on opposite sides.7

Figure 1: Actors’ Ideal Policy Locations

In a complete information setting, a policy outcome (x) can be chosen from a
proposal by D (a), a proposal by O (b), or a status quo policy (i.e., x ∈ {a, b, sq}). The
status quo, chosen by Nature from a uniform distribution, is the reversionary point
for cases in which the actors do not pass a new law. Each actor receives maximum
utility if a final policy outcome (x) is equal to their ideal points (p) and has a single
peak utility function such that the payoff is −|p − x|. Formally, the utility functions

4I assume that legislators can be ranked by how strongly they favor proposed bills. In a distribution
of legislators ranging from those who least favor a given bill to those who most favor the bill, there is
one legislator in the middle. I consider that legislator to be the median voter.

5Dictators often retain the right to appoint or influence election outcomes to determine who can
be legislators (Gandhi and Lust-Okar 2009, Little 2012, Rozenas 2016). As such, it is plausible that the
median voter is more likely to share the policy preference of a leader. In my Supplemental Appendix, I
show descriptively that, on average, the proportion of legislative seats held by the dictator’s party has
decreased considerably over time.

6Many constitutions explicitly require majority voting in the legislature. For example, consider
Article 54(1) of the 1962 Constitution of Republic of Uganda: “any questions proposed for decision
in the National Assembly shall be determined by a majority of the votes of the members present and
voting.” In North Korea, Article 40 of the 1955 Constitution of Democratic People’s Republic of Korea
states that, “Laws are adopted by a majority vote of the deputies present at the session.”

7Relaxing this assumption is only consequential for substantive outcomes in unusual circum-
stances (Den Hartog and Monroe 2011).
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can be written as UD =−|d − x|+ Ipi=1β, UO =−|o − x|+ Ipi=1β, and UM =−|m − x|,
where Ipi=1 is the indicator function that is equal to 1 when O uses legislative powers.
β is a positive infinitesimal quantity that notates the external benefit of allowing the
opposition to propose a bill.

3.2 Model Equilibria

In this subsection, I present various combinations of opposition procedures—amendment
power, first proposal power, and second proposal power—and dictatorial countermeasures–
exclusive proposal power and executive veto—to determine the dictatorial policy
loss associated with each legislative process.

3.2.1 Baseline Model: Opposition Right to Majority Vote

Figure 2 shows order of play of a basic model in which a dictator decides whether or
not to propose a bill, and legislators vote on passage of the bill by majority vote. In
this model, the opposition participates in the legislative process only by participating
in a simple majority vote.

Figure 2: Opposition’s
role: Voting Figure 3: Dictator’s Policy Loss

Figure 3 depicts the dictator’s policy loss associated with the procedural arrange-
ment presented in Figure 2. The y-axis shows D’s policy loss, formally defined as
the difference between dictator’s most preferred policy d and final policy outcome x
(i.e., -|d-x|). The x-axis represents a unidimensional space where status quos are uni-
formly distributed.8 The shaded area represents the total policy loss incurred by D
throughout possible status quos between d −2|m−d | and o+2|o−m|. When Nature
chooses status quos left of d and right of o, D maximizes its utility by passing laws
through a formal means of a legislature. D incurs policy loss of 1

2 |o −d |(−|d −m|)−
α∗|o −m| in total. α denotes a positive infinitesimal change that D makes to satisfy
M.9 Figure 3 serves as a baseline to compare against policy loss from the legislative
procedural arrangements discussed below.

8I assume that status quos are independently and identically distributed in the unidimensional
space.

9Formal proofs of Subgame Perfect Nash Equilibria of all models are provided in the Supplemental
Appendix.
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In the following sections, I introduce three opposition powers—amendment power,
first proposal power, and second proposal power—to the model, along with a dicta-
torial veto to protect against unwanted policy change.10 I introduce these powers in
conjunction with a veto for two reasons. First, executive vetos are common and effec-
tive; empirically, dictators often reserve a veto when they create legislative process.
Second, although the results presented below are similar without a veto,11 dictatorial
policy loss is lower in all of the following models if the dictator reserves the right to
veto opposition legislation.

3.2.2 Opposition Right to Amendment Power

Figure 4 shows order of action in a legislative setting where the opposition is offered
the right to amend legislation—and the dictator additionally institutes an executive
veto. Figure 5 depicts the associated policy loss. In equilibrium, the dictator will pro-
pose at m throughout the policy space—except for status quos between d −|m −d |
and m, where the dictator keeps the status quo deciding not to offer a proposal at
all. When D proposes m, O has the right to amend the initial proposal. While an
amended proposal will be rejected by the median voter, the opposition still gets a
chance to acquire β. Compared to the baseline arrangement where dictators only
suffer policy loss between d and o, here, dictators incur policy loss throughout the
entire unidimensional space except when the status quo is already set at d . In short,
relative to the baseline model, dictators incur greater policy loss if they institute pro-
cedures for the opposition to amend dictatorial proposals.

Figure 4: Opposition’s role:
Amendment Figure 5: Dictator’s Policy Loss

3.2.3 Opposition Right to First Proposal Power

The dictator incurs even greater policy loss if the opposition is offered a procedure
to propose its own bills in the legislature. Figure 6 presents an example of one such a

10I do not show a veto in the baseline model because it does not affect the outcomes for any status
quo.

11These results are reported in my Supplemental Appendix.
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procedural arrangement, where the opposition has the right of first proposal power,
but the dictator retains the right to veto final legislation. In equilibrium, the opposi-
tion has the right to make proposals throughout the entire policy space.

Figure 6: Opposition’s
role: First Proposal Figure 7: Dictator’s Policy Loss

Figure 7 shows the policy loss associated with an arrangement that allows the
opposition to be a sole proposer. In this arrangement, the opposition proposes a
bill throughout the policy space—except for status quos between d and o, where the
opposition keeps the status quo. The first proposal power gives the opposition even
greater power to translate his or her policy preference into a policy outcome than
any other legislative procedure. With the amendment power, for example, the policy
outcome is x = m if sq = d − |d − o|. The opposition with the first proposal power
can propose and pass x = o, which is further from the dictator’s ideal point than
x = m. Compared to the baseline arrangement where dictators only suffer policy
loss between d and o, here, dictators incur policy loss throughout the entire policy
space.

3.2.4 Opposition Right to Second Proposal Power

In some legislative regimes, dictators institute rules that specify particular (and of-
ten limited) conditions under which the opposition can exercise its right to proposal
power. For example, dictators may select “critical” policy issues as exceptions, re-
serving first proposal power for the dictator for bills related to those policy areas. In
such cases, the opposition is often allowed to propose as a second proposer. Being
the second proposer in the model means that the opposition is allowed to propose
under two conditions: 1) when D does not propose anything, and 2) when D fails to
satisfy the median voter to pass a new bill. I model such a procedural arrangement
in Figure 8 and show the attendant policy loss in Figure 9.
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Figure 8: Opposition’s
role: Second Proposal Figure 9: Dictator’s Policy Loss

Here, D perfectly retrieves the policy outcomes of the baseline procedural ar-
rangement. Since this is complete information game, O is assumed to know that
policy outcomes will not change from the status quo under the procedural arrange-
ment. O has an incentive to propose only because of β.12 The comparison between
the baseline in Figure 2 with the procedural arrangement depicted in Figure 8 shows
that allocating second proposal power to the opposition produces similar policy out-
comes as those produced via a process where dictators monopolize the proposal
power completely.

3.2.5 Implications of the Modeling Exercise: An “Optimal” Legislative Arrange-
ment

In sum, this modeling exercise shows that there is variance in the extent to which
legislative arrangements allow dictators to manage the tradeoff between opposition
inclusion and legislative policy loss. More specifically, I show that if dictators em-
ploy the procedural arrangement depicted in Figure 8—offering the opposition the
right to second proposal power and reserving the dictatorial right to veto—they can
simultaneously increase opposition participation and protect the dictator’s policy
preferences. Rather than derive hypotheses directly from my spatial models, I com-
bine the main insight from this modeling exercise—that the procedural arrangement
depicted in Figure 8 is “optimal” from the perspective of the dictator’s tradeoff—with
insights from previous literature to generate a hypothesis that dictators who face a
threatening opposition with the capacity to collectively organize are more likely to
institute the “optimal” procedural arrangement described above.

12The same equilibria outcome (x = sq) can be derived without the assumption about β. Without
such an assumption, however, it is unclear why the status quo remains the same; such a result can
happen either if O does not propose any bills or because D does not propose any bills when sq is
between d and m.
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4 Opposition Threat & Legislative Process

A wealth of scholarship suggests that dictators create legislatures in response to threats
from the opposition (e.g., Gandhi 2008). But dictators who face threatening oppo-
sition outside the legislature—because the opposition has the collective action ca-
pacity to mobilize—also likely anticipate opposition threats inside the legislature—
because collective action capacity can also be wielded in the legislature. Although
the majority of previous literature treats dictatorial legislatures as monolithic, dicta-
tors are strategic in their choice of legislative design to mitigate the tradeoff between
the benefits of opposition cooptation and the costs of legislative policy loss. How
does opposition threat influence the dictator’s choice of legislative process? When
do dictators implement the “optimal” legislative arrangement described above?

The modeling exercise in the previous section suggests that some configurations
of legislative process are more effective than others at helping the dictator balance
between the perks of legislative cooptation and the downfalls of legislative policy
loss. It is when the collective action capacity of the opposition is high that dictators
face the starkest tradeoff between coopting the opposition into the legislature and
needing to protect their own policy preferences. Dictators make decisions about leg-
islative process and design based on two considerations: 1) the benefits of opposi-
tion participation in the legislature, and 2) the costs of (expected) policy loss in the
legislature. I define opposition participation as the degree to which the opposition is
able to use legislative means to formally present their demands. Policy loss is defined
as the extent to which dictators experience a discrepancy between policy outcomes
and their most preferred policy. Although each of these dimensions is conceptually
continuous, for simplicity, I depict them as binary at low and high values in Table 1.
Each combination of these values suggests the creation of a particular type of dicta-
torial legislature that corresponds to my modeling exercises above. I discuss each of
these types of legislative process—and the extent to which they mitigate the dicta-
tor’s tradeoff—below.

Table 1: Variation in Legislative Process

Policy Loss

(Dictatorial Costs)

Low High

Low Cheap Legislature Null Legislature

Opposition Participation (e.g., Majority Vote)

(Dictatorial Benefits) High Optimal Legislature Desperate Legislature

(e.g., Second Proposal) (e.g., First Proposal; Amendment)

A Cheap Legislature is a legislative arrangement in which both the benefits of op-
position participation and the costs of expected legislative policy loss are low. Rel-
ative to other arrangements, although the expected policy loss is low, this design
is not particularly effective at reducing opposition threat; the degree to which the
opposition can utilize institutional means to push its agenda is relatively low. The
quintessential cheap dictatorial legislature is where only the regime party is permit-
ted to participate; my baseline model where the opposition only has the right to en-
gage in majority vote (Figures 2 and 3) is also a cheap legislature. If an organized op-
position perceives that there is not a sufficient legislative means by which to formally
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express its demands, the opposition may seek extralegal means and take dissent to
the street (e.g., Conrad 2011). Therefore, I do not expect dictators without legisla-
tures to create cheap legislatures in response to opposition threat.13

A Null Legislature is a legislature in which opposition participation is low, but the
expected policy cost from the opposition operating within the legislature is high. If
the potential opposition is not participating in a legislature—or is procedurally lim-
ited in its ability to influence policy—there is no reason to expect systematic policy
loss for the dictator. I refer to this type of legislature as a null legislature because
there is no theoretical reason to believe that such a legislative procedure would be
preferred by a dictator in response to opposition threat.

A Desperate Legislature, as depicted in Table 1, is an institutional arrangement in
which both the opposition’s legislative participation and the expected legislative pol-
icy loss for the dictator are high. My model in which the opposition has the right to
amendment power (Figures 4 and 5) and my model in which the opposition has first
proposal rights (Figure 6 and 7) are desperate legislatures. Model equilibria show that
these arrangement produce high policy loss since the opposition will certainly make
proposals that result in changing the status quo. Even if amendment and proposal
procedures are paired with an exclusive executive veto, the dictator cannot effec-
tively counteract legislative challenges to minimize policy loss. Although desperate
legislatures adequately “buy off” the opposition, they provide dictators with little
leverage to minimize legislative policy loss. As such, I do not expect dictators with-
out legislatures to create desperate legislatures in response to opposition threat.14

The Optimal Legislature shown in Table 1 is a legislative arrangement where op-
position participation opportunities are high but cost of policy loss expected to be
incurred by the dictator is low. As noted above, this is an optimal arrangement be-
cause it offers the opposition the institutional means to make demands, but affords
the dictator levers to reduce potential policy losses when necessary. The legislative
procedure in Figure 8 exemplifies an optimal legislative procedure; the dictator can
respond to the threat of an organized opposition through legislative cooptation by
incorporating the opposition into the legislature and offering them second proposal
power, but reserves the right to first proposal power and executive veto to minimize
attendant policy loss. As the collective action capacity of the opposition increases,
then dictators increasingly want to up their (perceived) participation but minimize
the policy loss associated with their incorporation into the legislature.

Hypothesis 1. As opposition threat increases, dictators are more likely to establish an
Optimal Legislature.

13I expect the likelihood of establishing a cheap legislature to decrease relative to the creation of
other legislative arrangements as the opposition threat increases. In my Supplemental Appendix, I
present empirical tests of these expectations.

14I present an empirical test of this expectation in my Supplemental Appendix. A highly threatened
dictator may prioritize street-level dissent at time, t, discounting legislative threat at time, t+1. Such a
decision would be akin to democratization and so is outside the scope of my argument.
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5 Testing Hypotheses

I expect a positive relationship between opposition threat and the dictatorial estab-
lishment of an Optimal Legislature. I test my hypothesis using time-series cross-
sectional (TSCS) data on 91 dictatorships from 1947 to 2006. The unit of observa-
tion is the country-year.15 Because of the non-random nature of opposition threat, I
preprocess my data using coarsened exact matching (CEM) in order to limit compar-
isons of opposition threat to dictatorships that are otherwise similar (Fong, Hazlett
and Imai 2018, Hirano and Imbens 2004, Imai and Ratkovic 2014).

5.1 Operationalization

In order to generate measures of the legislative designs shown in Table 1, I use data
from the Comparative Constitutions Project (CCP) (Elkins, Ginsburg and Melton 2016)
on characteristics of de jure legislative procedures as written in national constitu-
tions. I require measures of common legislative procedures—majority vote, the op-
position’s right to amendment, the opposition’s right to first and second proposal
power, and executive veto. Using CCP data, I operationalize the executive’s exclu-
sive right to proposal procedure with a measure of “Executive Proposal,” which asks,
“[d]oes the constitution provide for any of the following special legislative processes?”
If the answer to the question is one of Organic laws, Budget bills, Tax bills, or Spend-
ing bills, I code 1 for “Executive Proposal,” and 0 otherwise. The codebook does not
define “special legislative processes.” But countries such as Kenya, Rwanda, and
Uganda are coded as having “special legislative processes” when only the execu-
tive can propose budget bills. Therefore, I assume that “special legislative process”
proxies for the concept of the executive exclusive proposal for important policy ar-
eas. I operationalize the opposition’s right to second proposal power with data on
“Proposal Right,” which asks, ”[w]ho does the constitution specify can initiate gen-
eral legislation?” If the answer to the question is “Political Party,” “Member of First
Chamber of the Legislature,” or ’‘Member of Second Chamber of the Legislature,”
I code 1 for “Proposal Right,” and 0 otherwise. I measure executive veto using the
variable, “Executive Veto,” which asks, “[w]ho has the power to approve/reject leg-
islation once it has been passed by the legislature? If the answer is “Head of State,”
“Head of Government,” or “Both Head of State and Head of Government,” I code 1,
and 0 otherwise.16 I use the information outlined above to operationalize the legisla-
tive process types described in Table 1.17 The final variable included in my model,
OPTIMAL LEGISLATURE is coded 1 when Executive Proposal, Proposal Right, and Ex-
ecutive Veto are coded 1 and 0 otherwise.

15Following Cheibub, Gandhi and Vreeland (2010), observations enter my data if an executive leader
in a given country-year has not taken power through legitimate and contested elections.

16CCP does not does not code three legislative procedures of interest: 1) a majority vote, 2) amend-
ment procedure for legislation and 3) executive’s exclusive proposal procedure. To address this issue, I
assume that all dictatorial legislatures pass legislation via majority vote, and I do not identify procedu-
ral arrangements with an amendment procedure. Coding country-years with desperate legislatures as
having optimal legislatures will bias my empirical results in favor finding support for my hypothesis;
coding them instead as cheap legislatures will bias them against finding support for my hypothesis.

17Additional information on my coding decisions and the coding of other legislative processes are
included in my Supplemental Appendix.
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My main independent variable is opposition threat, which I proxy with data on
the level of the opposition’s collective action capacity. I operationalize COLLECTIVE

ACTION CAPACITY using three measures: urban concentration, the percentage of
world democracies, and whether there are multiple parties operating in a dictato-
rial legislature, all of which have been argued to positively influence the ability of the
opposition to mobilize (Gandhi 2008, Opalo forthcoming, Wallace 2013).

Urban concentration is “the share of the urban population living in the capital
city” (Wallace 2013, 633). High population densities reduce the cost of organizing
collective action (Ades and Glaeser 1995). Urban residents are also often located
physically closer to the government and various industries, enabling urban collec-
tive action to be more relevant and influential to the government (Bates 1981). I use
data from Wallace (2013) to code HIGH URBAN CONCENTRATION as 1 if the share of
the urban population living in the capital city is greater than the sample mean, and
0 otherwise.

Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, the United States and other democracies
began imposing military and diplomatic pressure and onditionality for assistance
programs on dictatorships (Bratton and Van de Walle 1997, Carothers 1999). Eco-
nomic assistance became increasingly linked to democratization and human rights
(Nelson and Eglinton 1992, Stokke 2013). Such external pressure “may help the op-
position mount a challenge and create obstacles for regime trying to answer with
repression. This pressure increases as more countries are democratic so that the re-
maining ones are isolated” Gandhi (2008, 96). I code WORLD DEMOCRACY 1 if the the
percentage of world democracies in a given year is greater than the sample mean,
and 0 otherwise. Finally, I operationalize opposition collective action capacity with
whether there are multiple political parties in a legislature. Dictators invite non-
regime political parties to participate in a political institution only when threats from
them are high enough (Gandhi 2008) and worth monitoring their behavior (Magaloni
2006). I create a binary measure of MULTIPLE LEGISLATIVE PARTIES using data from
Cheibub, Gandhi and Vreeland (2010). It is coded 1 in country-years in which the
government has “a legislature with multiple parties” and 0 otherwise.

I include a number of control variables in my models to control for potential con-
founding variables. First, I control for economic conditions that can affect both the
level of the opposition collective action capacity and a dictator’s incentives to re-
duce threats using institutions. High level of economic development can enhance
the ability of dissenters to organize coups and uprisings (Svolik 2012). It can also
enable dictators to use material means to decrease citizen grievance instead of in-
vesting in democratic institutions (Ross 2013). Thus, I expect that dictatorships with
high GDP and GDP growth are less likely to manage opposition threat by strategically
designing a legislative process. I include real GDP per capita and the annual percent-
age change of real GDP per capita from Penn World Table 7.0 (Heston, Summers and
Aten 2011) in my models.

Military leaders are argued to care more about the military’s integrity than main-
taining power in the office (Geddes 1999). As a result, military leaders rule short pe-
riod of time and quickly hand out the leadership to a democratically elected leader
(Debs 2016, Geddes, Wright and Frantz 2014). This characteristics of military leaders
are likely to correlated with both of the independent variable and dependent vari-
able. Since their time in the government is short, military leaders are less likely to in-
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vest in establishing an institution (e.g., Gandhi (2008, 98-101)). Military officers often
act as guardians of the nation and redistribute resources to the middle class (Alber-
tus 2015, 108-9). Then military leaders may face a less likelihood of popular dissent
than non-military leaders. I account for these relationships by including a variable
coded 1 if a country-year is led by military leaders and 0 otherwise (Cheibub, Gandhi
and Vreeland 2010).

Similarly, communist leaders, backed by Moscow or Beijing, are more likely to
maintain a single-party regime and become resilient to coups and uprisings (Svolik
2012). I expect that communist leaders are less likely to manage opposition threats
by establishing a more inclusive institution. Due to the expected communist lead-
ers’ resilience to coups and uprisings, dissenters may expect high costs of collective
action against government and be less likely to participate in protests or revolution.
Thus, I include binary variable coded 1 if a country-year is led by Communist Party
leaders and 0 otherwise (Cheibub, Gandhi and Vreeland 2010).

Finally, I include a measure of how the domestic economy is open to interna-
tional markets. Dictators often compete for scarce development resources and en-
trance into international markets (Bratton and Van de Walle 1997). To position their
countries favorably in the market contest, dictators establish democratic institutions,
such as elections (Levitsky and Way 2002). Thus, country-years with high trade open-
ness may increase the likelihood of dictators’ use of strategic institutional designs,
instead of using repression. The concept of trade openness is also likely to corre-
lated with my independent variable. Countries that have open economy are subject
to exogenous shocks from global market conditions, and citizens are less likely de-
velop grievance against the government due to bad economic performance (Duch
and Stevenson 2008). I control for trade openness, [(Exports + Imports)/GDP], using
the replication data in (Hollyer, Rosendorff and Vreeland 2015).

5.2 Empirical Analyses

Opposition threat is not randomly assigned; dictators that face threats from the op-
position may be systematically different in terms of legislative creation than dicta-
tors who do not face such threats. As such, it is difficult to test my hypotheses using
conventional methods; to do so requires me to argue that the exact same dictator
would have chosen different legislative institutions if s/he faced different levels of
opposition threat (King and Zeng 2006). In order to determine the effect of threat
on institutionalization, I need to compare country-years that created faced threat to
country-years that did not, but are otherwise identical in every other respect. Few
such comparisons exist, and so I approximate this ideal experiment using match-
ing methods. Matching allows us to explicitly address the nonrandom assignment
issues associated with threat incidence—to account for the potential confounding
effects between the treatment and the outcome and reduce the probability that the
results are model dependent (King and Zeng 2006). I use matching methods to cal-
culate the latent probability of observing threat for each unit of observation, match
units that have a similar probability, and separate units into either a treatment group
(in my case, those units in which threat occurred) and a control group (in our case,
those units in which there was no threat).

I have data on many of the observable characteristics that lead governments to
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experience threat, so use CEM as a preprocessing step before running logit models
on my binary binary variable. In particular, I use Coarsened Exact Matching (CEM)
to “coarsen” the variables used for matching so that they assume fewer values prior
to the matching procedure. CEM then matches dictatorships on the recoded vari-
ables (Hill 2010).18 In doing so, CEM reduces imbalance in the observable covariates
by matching unobservable propensity for the high level of opposition threat.19 The
results are presented in Table 2.

Table 2: Relationship between Opposition Threat and Legislative Process

Dependent variable:

OPTIMAL LEGISLATURE

High Urban Concentration 0.588∗∗∗ 0.703∗∗∗
(0.142) (0.157)

World Democracy 0.397∗∗∗ 0.524∗∗∗
(0.126) (0.146)

Multiple Legislative Parties 0.434∗∗∗ 0.652∗∗∗
(0.130) (0.158)

GDPPC −1.824∗∗∗ −0.302∗∗ −0.577∗∗∗
(0.269) (0.133) (0.207)

GDPPC Growth 0.004 −0.011 −0.016
(0.010) (0.012) (0.010)

Trade Openness 0.008∗∗∗ −0.002 −0.003
(0.003) (0.002) (0.002)

Military Leader 1.514∗∗∗ 0.862∗∗∗ 0.906∗∗∗
(0.189) (0.164) (0.175)

Communist −18.026 −4.336∗∗∗ −18.342
(404.767) (0.737) (378.220)

Constant 0.447∗∗∗ 0.326 0.591∗∗∗ 0.585∗∗∗ 0.579∗∗∗ 0.976∗∗∗
(0.092) (0.217) (0.093) (0.200) (0.085) (0.182)

Observations 1,403 1,403 1,299 1,299 1,403 1,403
Log Likelihood −637.346 −448.037 −617.556 −536.791 −705.333 −570.491
Akaike Inf. Crit. 1,278.693 910.074 1,239.111 1,087.582 1,414.665 1,154.981

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01

The coefficients on variables that proxy COLLECTIVE ACTION CAPACITY are all sig-
nificant and in the predicted (positive) direction. Columns two and three show that
dictators are more likely to institute an OPTIMAL LEGISLATURE in areas of high urban
concentration. Columns four and five show that dictators are more likely to institute
an OPTIMAL LEGISLATURE if 45% or more of the world’s countries are democratic.
Columns six and seven indicate that dictators are more likely to institute OPTIMAL

LEGISLATURE when they allow multiple parties to participate in the dictatorial legis-
lature. In order to show the substantive effect of my measures of opposition threat
on the probability of a dictator instituting optimal legislative institutions, I estimate
the predicted probability of OPTIMAL LEGISLATURE and calculate the difference in
predicted probabilities across the range of my main independent variable. To do so,
I first estimate the probability of OPTIMAL LEGISLATURE in a country-year in which
urban concentration is low (proxying for low collective action capacity). Next, I es-
timate the probability of OPTIMAL LEGISLATURE in a country-year in which urban
concentration is high (proxying for high collective action capacity).20

18For more information on CEM methods, see Iacus and King (2012).
19The overall imbalance is given by the L1 statistic. L1 is scaled from 0 to 1, where 0 indicates perfect

global balance and larger values represent the larger global imbalance. L1= 0.547 for HIGH URBAN

CONCENTRATION (compared to the baseline balance of 0.690). L1= 0.528 for WORLD DEMOCRACY

(compared to the baseline balance of 0.628). L1= 0.647 for MULTIPLE LEGISLATIVE PARTIES (compared
to the baseline balance of 0.749).

20I compute predicted probabilities for country-years that are non-military and non-communist.
For other continuous variables, I set the value of the independent variable at the in-sample mean.
Other variations of these choices are available in my Supplemental Appendix.
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Figure 10: Change in the Expected
Probability with Low (Dashed Line) and
High Urban Concentrations (Continu-
ous Line)

Figure 11: Change in the Expected Prob-
ability with Low (Dashed Line) and High
level of World Democracy (Continuous
Line)

Figure 10 shows the distribution of the expected probability of OPTIMAL LEGISLA-
TURE with low and high urban concentration. The mean expected probability with a
low urban concentration is 45.9% (34.5%, 57.34%), whereas the mean expected prob-
ability with a high urban concentration is 72.9% (45.9%, 72.0%). Dictatorships with
high urban concentration are approximately 26.1% more likely to institute optimal
legislative procedures as compared to dictatorships with low urban concentration.
The results in Figure 11 are substantively similar; dictatorships are more likely to cre-
ate an OPTIMAL LEGISLATURE when the level of world democracy is high. The mean
expected probability with a low level of world democracy is 33.8% (23.6%, 44.8%). By
comparison, the mean expected probability with a high level of world democracy is
53.8% (37.6%, 69.2%). Dictatorships with high levels of world democracy are approx-
imately 20.1% more likely to institute an OPTIMAL LEGISLATURE.

Figure 12: Change in the Expected Probability with No Party or a Single party (Dashed
Line) and Multiple Parties in a Legislature (Continuous Line)

Now I turn to the substantive relationship between number of parties in a legis-
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lature and the dictator’s choice of legislative process. Figure 12 shows the distribu-
tion of the expected probability of instituting an OPTIMAL LEGISLATURE for country-
years with and without multiple parties in a legislature. The mean expected prob-
ability with no party or a single party in a legislature is 43.6% (30.6%, 57.0%), while
the mean expected probability with multiple parties in a legislature is 68.2% (50.8%,
82.7%). Dictatorships with multiple parties in a legislature are approximately 26.61%
more likely to institute OPTIMAL LEGISLATURE than dictatorships with fewer than
two parties in the legislature. As such, these results support my expectation that the
predicted probability of a dictator creating an OPTIMAL LEGISLATURE is greater when
oppositional collective action capacity is high compared to when it is low.

Although the use of matching is important in accounting for the non-random na-
ture of my treatment variable, matching methods generally optimize on only one of
two factors. CEM techniques maximize the sample size with a fixed level of imbal-
ance decided ex-ante; other techniques, such as propensity score or Mahalanobis
distance matching, minimize imbalance with a matched sample size that is fixed ex
ante. Making decisions about these tradeoffs ex ante can be problematic for two rea-
sons. First, although using a smaller sample size reduces model dependency, it can
create “unacceptably” high variance (King, Lucas and Nielsen 2017). Second, when
a larger sample size can be used to generate create a smaller variance, coefficients
will often suffer from high levels of imbalance, leading to concerns of model depen-
dence and bias (King, Lucas and Nielsen 2017). To address these concerns, I use the
“Matching Frontier,” an algorithm that minimizes country-year imbalance for each
sample size in a dataset (King, Lucas and Nielsen 2017). The algorithm allows re-
searchers to preprocess the data and visualize the effects of independent variables
for each sample size. I preprocess the data by calculating Mahalanobis Discrepancy
with covariates used as control variables in the previous logit regressions. Figure 13
presents the matching frontiers for each independent variable and shows their ef-
fects across sample size.

My results using CEM matching are robust to using the matching frontier. The
top right panel of Figure 13 is the matching frontier for HIGH URBAN CONCENTRA-
TION. The y-axis indicates the imbalance proxied with the Mahalanobis Discrep-
ancy.21 Mahalanobis Discrepancy varies from 0 (which represents the lowest level of
imbalance in the sample) to 1 (which represents the highest level of imbalance in the
sample). The x-axis shows the number of observation pruned for matching. In the
dataset for HIGH URBAN CONCENTRATION, I have 1299 country-year observations.
The reduction in imbalance is steep until about 300 observations are pruned. In the
datasets for WORLD DEMOCRACY and MULTIPLE LEGISLATIVE PARTIES, I have 1403
country-year observations. As depicted in the center and right top panels of Figure
13, the reduction in imbalance is steep until about 400 observations are pruned. Af-
ter that point, the benefit of reducing sample size becomes smaller.

In support of my hypotheses, the bottom left panel of Figure 13 presents the esti-
mated effect of HIGH URBAN CONCENTRATION on the creation of an OPTIMAL LEG-
ISLATURE along the frontier. The coefficients on HIGH URBAN CONCENTRATION stay
mostly positive until after more than 1000 country-years are pruned, when they be-

21Mahalanobis distance is a transformed version of Euclidean distance to remove the effect of the
unit magnitude from results. Values of variables are transformed so that their variance is 1.
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(a) Urban Concentration (b) World Democracy (c) Multiple Parties

Figure 13: Matching Frontier Results

come negative. The center and right bottom panels of Figure 13 display the esti-
mated effect of WORLD DEMOCRACY and MULTIPLE LEGISLATIVE PARTIES, respec-
tively. The coefficients of these two variables are positive. As the majority of samples
are pruned, I observe an expected high level of variance in the values of coefficients
(King, Lucas and Nielsen 2017). The coefficient estimates of all three variables are
positive across the majority of the frontier. Overall, the results from the Matching
Frontier are robust to changes in the sample size assumptions required by the Coars-
ened Exact Matching techniques, which provides additional support for the hypoth-
esized relationship between opposition threat and legislative process.

6 Conclusion

This paper is the first to examine the relationship between the design of dictatorial
legislatures and the opposition’s collective action capacity. Dictators can strategi-
cally arrange legislative procedures in response to threatening opposition groups
who have the capacity to engage in collective action. In a departure from previous
work, I identify the legislature design that best enables dictators to make the legisla-
tive process more inclusive while simultaneously minimizing potential policy loss.
Using spatial models, I show that the dictator’s optimal legislative procedure—the
procedure that best “buys” off the opposition and minimizes dictatorial policy loss—
is one that gives the opposition the power to make a second proposal coupled with
executive veto. I find empirical support for the hypothesis that dictators are more
likely to establish optimal legislative procedures when threats from the opposition
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are high and show high urban concentration, high proportion of world democracy,
and multi-partisan legislatures to be positively associated with the ‘ideal’ legislative
arrangement.

This study aims to motivate further study on the procedural arrangements of a
legislative process. By closely examining procedural arrangements, we can expand
understanding about why legislatures sometimes seem to be window-dressing in-
stitution and other times result in effective policy change. Future research should
continue to examine the relationship between legislative arrangements and policy
outcomes. Furthermore, my research suggests that procedural arrangements are a
reflection of dictators’ preferences, which are often unobservable. The mere pres-
ence of a legislature cannot tell us whether dictators are willing to provide an inclu-
sive legislative process or produce investment-friendly policies. Instead, careful ex-
amination of procedural arrangements serve as a tool to learn about dictator’s pref-
erences and inform the decision-making of advocates and policy-makers.



21

References

Ades, Alberto F and Edward L Glaeser. 1995. “Trade and circuses: explaining urban
giants.” The Quarterly Journal of Economics 220(2):295–227.

Alagappa, Muthiah. 1995. Political legitimacy in Southeast Asia: The quest for moral
authority. Stanford University Press.

Albertus, Michael. 2015. “Explaining patterns of redistribution under autocracy: the
case of Peru’s revolution from above.” Latin American Research Review pp. 107–
134.

Alvarez, Michael, José Antonio Cheibub, Fernando Limongi and Adam Przeworski.
1996. “Classifying Political Regimes.” Studies in Comparative International Devel-
opment 31(2):3–36.

Barkan, Joel D. 2000. “Protracted transitions among Africa’s new democracies.” De-
mocratization 7(3):227–243.

Barkan, Joel D, ed. 2009. Legislative power in Emerging African Democracies. Boulder,
CO: Lynne Rienner Publishers.

Bates, Robert H. 1981. Markets and states in tropical Africa: the political basis of
agricultural policies. University of California Press.

Baturo, Alexander. 2014. Democracy, dictatorship, and term limits. University of
Michigan Press.

Baturo, Alexander and Robert Elgie. 2018. “Why do authoritarian regimes adopt bi-
cameralism? Cooptation, control, and masking controversial reforms.” Democra-
tization 25(5):919–937.

Baturo, Alexander and Robert Elgie. 2019. Continuismo in Comparison: Avoidance,
Extension, and Removal of Presidential Term Limits. In The Politics of Presidential
Term Limits. Oxford University Press pp. 73–98.

BBC. 2008. “Kenya rivals agree to share power.”.
URL: http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/africa/7268903.stm

BBC. 2017. “Mauritania Senate abolished in referendum.”.
URL: https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-40847092

Beaulieu, Emily. 2014. Electoral protest and democracy in the developing world. Cam-
bridge University Press.

Beaulieu, Emily Ann. 2006. Protesting the contest: Election boycotts around the
world, 1990-2002 PhD thesis UC San Diego.

Beaulieu, Emily and Susan D Hyde. 2009. “In the shadow of democracy promotion:
Strategic manipulation, international observers, and election boycotts.” Compar-
ative Political Studies 42(3):392–415.



22

Black, Duncan, Robert Albert Newing, Iain McLean, Alistair McMillan and Burt L
Monroe. 1958. The theory of committees and elections. Cambridge University Press.

Boix, Carles. 2003. Democracy and Redistribution. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.

Boix, Carles and Milan W Svolik. 2013. “The foundations of limited authoritarian gov-
ernment: Institutions, commitment, and power-sharing in dictatorships.” Journal
of Politics 75(2):300–316.

Bratton, Michael. 1998. “Second elections in Africa.” Journal of Democracy 9(3):51–
66.

Bratton, Michael and Nicholas Van de Walle. 1997. Democratic experiments in Africa:
Regime transitions in comparative perspective. Cambridge University Press.

Bushway, Shawn, Brian D Johnson and Lee Ann Slocum. 2007. “Is the magic still
there? The use of the Heckman two-step correction for selection bias in criminol-
ogy.” Journal of quantitative criminology 23(2):151–178.

Buttorff, Gail and Douglas Dion. 2017. “Participation and boycott in authoritarian
elections.” Journal of Theoretical Politics 29(1):97–123.

Carothers, Thomas. 1999. Aiding Democracy Abroad: The Learning Curve. Endow-
ment for International Peace.

Casper, Brett Allen and Scott A Tyson. 2014. “Popular Protest and Elite Coordination
in a Coup d’état.” Journal of Politics 76(2):548–564.

Cheibub, José Antonio, Jennifer Gandhi and James Raymond Vreeland. 2010.
“Democracy and Dictatorship Revisited.” Public Choice 143(1):67–101.

Clover, Charles. 2002. “Test of strength as opposition in Bahrain calls polls boycott.”.
URL: https://advance.lexis.com/api/document?collection=news&id=urn:contentItem:472C-
R7D0-00SM-34X2-00000-00&context=1516831

Conrad, Courtenay R. 2011. “Constrained Concessions: Beneficent Dictatorial Re-
sponses to the Domestic Political Opposition.” International Studies Quarterly .

Coppedge, Michael, John Gerring, Staffan I Lindberg, Svend-Erik Skaaning, Jan Teo-
rell, David Altman, Michael Bernhard, M Steven Fish, Adam Glynn, Allen Hicken
et al. 2018. V-Dem [Country-Year/Country-Date] Dataset v7: Varieties of Democracy
(V-Dem) Project.

Copson, Siobhan. 2002. “Election 2002: Boycott Overshadows ’Landmark’ Poll.”.
URL: https://advance.lexis.com/api/document?collection=news&id=urn:contentItem:497X-
4RC0-01DF-W3HY-00000-00&context=1516831

Corrales, Javier. 2016. “Can anyone stop the president? Power asymmetries and term
limits in Latin America, 1984–2016.” Latin American Politics and Society 58(2):3–
25.



23

Corrales, Javier. 2018. Fixing democracy: Why constitutional change often fails to
enhance democracy in Latin America. Oxford University Press.

Cruz, Cesi, Philip Keefer and Carlos Scartascini. 2016. “Database of political institu-
tions codebook, 2015 update (DPI2015).” Inter-American Development Bank .

Davenport, Christian. 2007. “State Repression and Political Order.” Annual Review of
Political Science 10:1–23.

Debs, Alexandre. 2016. “Living by the Sword and Dying by the Sword? Leadership
Transitions in and out of Dictatorships.” International Studies Quarterly 60(1):73–
84.

Den Hartog, Chris and Nathan W Monroe. 2011. Agenda Setting in the US Senate:
Costly Consideration and Majority Party Advantage. New York: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press.

Downs, Anthony. 1957. An Economic Theory of Democracy. New York: Harper and
Row.

Duch, Raymond M and Randolph T Stevenson. 2008. The economic vote: How po-
litical and economic institutions condition election results. Cambridge University
Press.

Dulani, Boniface Madalitso. 2011. Personal rule and presidential term limits in Africa
PhD thesis Michigan State University.

Eisenstadt, Todd. 2000. “Eddies in the third wave: Protracted transitions and theories
of democratization.” Democratization 7(3):3–24.

Elkins, Zachary, Tom Ginsburg and James Melton. 2016. “Characteristics of National
Constitutions, Version 2.0.”.

Fong, Christian, Chad Hazlett and Kosuke Imai. 2018. “Covariate balancing propen-
sity score for a continuous treatment: application to the efficacy of political adver-
tisements.” The Annals of Applied Statistics 12(1):156–177.

Frantz, Erica and Andrea Kendall-Taylor. 2014. “A dictator’s toolkit Understand-
ing how co-optation affects repression in autocracies.” Journal of Peace Research
51(3):332–346.

Frère, Marie-Soleil and Pierre Englebert. 2015. “Briefing: burkina faso—the fall of
blaise compaore.” African Affairs 114(455):295–307.

Frondel, Manuel and Colin Vance. 2013. “On interaction effects: the case of Heckit
and two-part models.” Jahrbücher für Nationalökonomie und Statistik 233(1):22–
38.

Gandhi, Jennifer. 2008. Political institutions under dictatorship. Cambridge Univer-
sity Press Cambridge.



24

Gandhi, Jennifer and Adam Przeworski. 2006. “Cooperation, Cooptation, and Rebel-
lion Under Dictatorships.” Economics and Politics 18(1):1–26.

Gandhi, Jennifer and Adam Przeworski. 2007. “Authoritarian institutions and the
survival of autocrats.” Comparative Political Studies .

Gandhi, Jennifer and Ellen Lust-Okar. 2009. “Elections under authoritarianism.” An-
nual Review of Political Science 12:403–422.

Geddes, Barbara. 1999. Authoritarian breakdown: empirical test of a game theoretic
argument. Annu. Meet. Am. Polit. Sci. Assoc., Atlanta, GA.

Geddes, Barbara, Joseph Wright and Erica Frantz. 2014. “Autocratic breakdown and
regime transitions: A new data set.” Perspectives on Politics 23(3):313–331.

Gehlbach, Scott and Philip Keefer. 2011. “Investment without democracy: Ruling-
party institutionalization and credible commitment in autocracies.” Journal of
Comparative Economics 39(2):123–139.

Gehlbach, Scott and Philip Keefer. 2012. “Private investment and the institutional-
ization of collective action in autocracies: ruling parties and legislatures.” Journal
of Politics 74(2):621–635.

Gettleman, Jeffrey. 2008. “Kenya Rivals Reach Peace Agreement.”.
URL: https://www.nytimes.com/2008/02/29/world/africa/29kenya.html

Ginsburg, Tom. 2003. Judicial review in new democracies: Constitutional courts in
Asian cases. Cambridge University Press.

Ginsburg, Tom, James Melton and Zachary Elkins. 2010. “On the evasion of executive
term limits.” William and Mary Law Review 52:1807.

Greene, William. 2010. “Testing hypotheses about interaction terms in nonlinear
models.” Economics Letters 107(2):291–296.

Guliyev, Farid. 2009. “End of term limits: Monarchical presidencies on the rise.” Har-
vard International Review 28.

Hansen, Wendy L, Renee J Johnson and Isaac Unah. 1995. “Specialized courts, bu-
reaucratic agencies, and the politics of US trade policy.” American Journal of Polit-
ical Science pp. 529–557.

Hassan, Mai. 2015. “Continuity despite change: Kenya’s new constitution and exec-
utive power.” Democratization 22(4):587–609.

Heston, Alan, Robert Summers and Bettina Aten. 2011. “Penn World Table Version
7.0.”.

Hill, Daniel W. 2010. “Estimating the Effects of Human Rights Treaties on State Be-
havior.” Journal of Politics 72(4):1161–1174.



25

Hirano, Keisuke and Guido W Imbens. 2004. “The propensity score with continu-
ous treatments.” Applied Bayesian modeling and causal inference from incomplete-
data perspectives 226164:73–84.

Hollyer, James R., B. Peter Rosendorff and James Raymond . Vreeland. 2015. “Trans-
parency, protest, and autocratic instability.” American Political Science Review
109(4):764–784.

Hotelling, Harold. 1929. “Stability in Competition.” Economic Journal 39:41–57.

Howard, Marc Morjé and Philip G Roessler. 2006. “Liberalizing electoral out-
comes in competitive authoritarian regimes.” American Journal of Political Science
50(1):365–381.

Iacus, Stefano M and Gary King. 2012. “How coarsening simplifies matching-based
causal inference theory.” Milan, Italy: Department of Economics, Business and
Statistics, University of Milan .

Imai, Kosuke and Marc Ratkovic. 2014. “Covariate balancing propensity score.” Jour-
nal of the Royal Statistical Society: Series B (Statistical Methodology) 76(1):243–263.

Jenkins, Jeffery A and Nathan W Monroe. 2016. “On Measuring Legislative Agenda-
Setting Power.” American Journal of Political Science 60(1):158–174.

Kelley, Judith. 2011. “Do international election monitors increase or decrease oppo-
sition boycotts?” Comparative Political Studies 44(11):1527–1556.

King, Gary, Christopher Lucas and Richard Nielsen. 2017. “The Balance-Sample Size
Frontier in Matching Methods for Causal Inference.” American Journal of Political
Science 61(2):473–489.

King, Gary and Langche Zeng. 2006. “The dangers of extreme counterfactuals.” Po-
litical Analysis 14(2):131–159.

Klesner, Joseph L. 1997. “The Mexican midterm congressional and gubernatorial
elections of 1997: End of the hegemonic party system.” Electoral Studies 16(4):567–
575.

Kouba, Karel. 2016. “Party institutionalization and the removal of presidential term
limits in Latin America.” Revista de Ciencia Política 36(2):433–457.

Levitsky, Steven and Lucan Way. 2002. “The rise of competitive authoritarianism.”
Journal of democracy 13(2):51–65.

Levitsky, Steven and Lucan Way. 2010. Competitive Authoritarianism: Hybrid
Regimes after the Cold War. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Lindberg, Staffan. 2009. Democratization by elections: a new mode of transition. Bal-
timore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press.

Lindberg, Staffan I. 2006. Tragic protest: Why do opposition parties boycott elec-
tions? In Electoral Authoritarianism: The Dynamics of Unfree Competition, ed. An-
dreas Schedler. Lynne Reinner Publishers.



26

Little, Andrew T. 2012. “Elections, fraud, and election monitoring in the shadow of
revolution.” Quarterly Journal of Political Science 7(3):249–283.

Lohmann, Susanne. 1994. “The Dynamics of Informational Cascades: The Monday
Demonstrations in Leipzig, East Germany, 1989-1991.” World Politics 47:42–101.

Lust-Okar, Ellen. 2005. Structuring conflict in the Arab world: Incumbents, opponents,
and institutions. Cambridge University Press.

Luttwak, Edward. 1968. Coup d’Etat, a practical handbook. Harvard University Press.

Magaloni, Beatriz. 2006. Voting for autocracy: Hegemonic party survival and its
demise in Mexico. Cambridge University Press Cambridge.

Malesky, Edmund and Paul Schuler. 2010. “Nodding or needling: Analyzing delegate
responsiveness in an authoritarian parliament.” American Political Science Review
104(3):482–502.

Malesky, Edmund and Paul Schuler. 2011. “The Single-Party Dictator’s Dilemma:
Information in Elections without Opposition.” Legislative Studies Quarterly
35(4):492–530.

McKie, Kristin. 2017. “The Politics of Institutional Choice Across Sub-Saharan
Africa: Presidential Term Limits.” Studies in Comparative International Develop-
ment 52(4):436–456.

McKie, Kristin. 2019. “Presidential Term Limit Contravention: Abolish, Extend, Fail,
or Respect?” Comparative Political Studies 52(10):1500–1534.

Negretto, Gabriel L. 2013. Making constitutions: presidents, parties, and institutional
choice in Latin America. Cambridge University Press.

Nelson, Joan M and Stephanie J Eglinton. 1992. Encouraging democracy: what role
for conditioned aid? Washington, DC: Overseas Development Council.

Noble, Ben. 2018. “Authoritarian Amendments: Legislative Institutions as Intraexec-
utive Constraints in Post-Soviet Russia.” Comparative Political Studies pp. 1–38.

Noble, Ben. 2019. “Regional legislatures and national lawmaking.” The Journal of
Legislative Studies 25(1):143–147.

Opalo, Ken Ochieng’. forthcoming. “Constrained Presidential Power in Africa? Leg-
islative Independence and Executive Rule-Making in Kenya, 1963-2013.” British
Journal of Political Science .

Osborne, Martin. 2004. An Introduction to Game Theory. Vol. 3 New York: Oxford
University Press.

Pepinsky, Thomas. 2014. “The institutional turn in comparative authoritarianism.”
British Journal of Political Science 44(2):631–653.



27

Political Conditions Bahrain. 2019.
URL: https://advance.lexis.com/api/document?collection=news&id=urn:contentItem:5VD8-
8DK1-F11P-X1N4-00000-00&context=1516831

Posner, Daniel N and Daniel J Young. 2007. “The institutionalization of political
power in Africa.” Journal of democracy 18(3):126–140.

Posner, Daniel N and Daniel J Young. 2018. Term limits. In Institutions and Democ-
racy in Africa: How the Rules of the Game Shape Political Developments. Cam-
bridge, UK: Cambridge University Press pp. 260–277.

Powell, Jonathan M and Clayton L Thyne. 2011. “Global instances of coups from 1950
to 2010: A new dataset.” Journal of Peace Research 48(2):249–259.

Przeworski, Adam, Michael Alvarez, José Antonio Cheibub and Fernando Limongi.
2000. Democracy and Development: Political Institutions and Well-Being in the
World, 1950-1990. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Puhani, Patrick. 2000. “The Heckman correction for sample selection and its cri-
tique.” Journal of economic surveys 14(1):53–68.

Ramady, Mohamed A. 2014. “Political, economic and financial country risk.” Analysis
of the Gulf .

Reynoso, Diego. 2000. Distritos y escaños: malaporcionamiento y representación
partidaria en perspectiva comparada PhD thesis FLASCO Mexico City: .

Ritter, Emily Hencken and Courtenay R Conrad. 2016. “Human rights treaties and
mobilized dissent against the state.” The Review of International Organizations
11(4):449–475.

Romer, Thomas and Howard Rosenthal. 1978. “Political Resource Allocation, Con-
trolled Agendas, and the Status Quo.” Public Choice 33:27–43.

Ross, Michael L. 2013. The oil curse: How petroleum wealth shapes the development
of nations. Princeton University Press.

Rozenas, Arturas. 2016. “Office insecurity and electoral manipulation.” Journal of
Politics 78(1):232–248.

Schedler, Andreas. 2002a. “Elections without democracy: The menu of manipula-
tion.” Journal of democracy 13(2):36–50.

Schedler, Andreas. 2002b. “The nested game of democratization by elections.” Inter-
national Political Science Review 23(1):103–122.

Schuler, Paul and Edmund J Malesky. 2014. Authoritarian legislatures. In The Oxford
handbook of legislative studies.

Scully, Timothy R. 1995. Building democratic institutions: party systems in Latin
America. Stanford University Press.



28

Shadmehr, Mehdi and Dan Bernhardt. 2011. “Collective action with uncertain pay-
offs: Co- ordination, public signals, and punishment dilemmas.” American Politi-
cal Science Review 105(4):829–851.

Sithole, Masipula. 2001. “Fighting authoritarianism in Zimbabwe.” Journal of
Democracy 12(1):160–169.

Smith, Ian O. 2014. “Election boycotts and hybrid regime survival.” Comparative Po-
litical Studies 47(5):743–765.

Stokke, Olav. 2013. Aid and political conditionality. Routledge.

Sun, Xin, Jiangnan Zhu and Yiping Wu. 2014. “Organizational clientelism: An anal-
ysis of private entrepreneurs in Chinese local legislatures.” Journal of East Asian
Studies 24(1):1–30.

Svolik, Milan. 2012. The Politics of Authoritarian Rule. New York: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press.

Thayer, Carlyle A. 2010. “Political legitimacy in Vietnam: Challenge and response.”
Politics & Policy 38(3):423–444.

Truex, Rory. 2014. “The returns to office in a “rubber stamp” parliament.” American
Political Science Review 108(2):235–251.

Tsai, Lily L. 2007. “Solidary groups, informal accountability, and local public goods
provision in rural China.” American Political Science Review 101(2):355–372.

Tsebelis, George. 2002. Veto Players: How Political Institutions Work. New York: Rus-
sell Sage Foundation.

Tsebelis, George and Jeannette Money. 1997. Bicameralism. Cambridge University
Press.

VonDoepp, Peter. 2005. “Party cohesion and fractionalization in new African democ-
racies: Lessons from struggles over third-term amendments.” Studies in Compar-
ative International Development 40(3):65–87.

Vreeland, James Raymond. 2008. “Political Institutions and Human Rights: Why
Dictatorships enter into the United Nations Convention Against Torture.” Inter-
national Organization 62(1):65–101.

Wallace, Jeremy. 2013. “Cities, redistribution, and authoritarian regime survival.” The
Journal of Politics 75(3):632–645.

Wildberger, Steven. 2017. “Paraguay Senate lifts presidential term limits.”.
URL: https://www.jurist.org/news/2017/04/paraguay-senate-lifts-presidential-
term-limits/

Wintrobe, Ronald. 2000. The political economy of dictatorship. Cambridge University
Press.



29

Woo, Ae sil. 2020. “Opposition Threat and Legislative Process in Dictatorships.”
Working Paper .

Woo, Ae sil and Courtenay R Conrad. 2019. “The Differential Effect of “Democratic”
Institutions on Dissent in Dictatorships.” Journal of Politics 81(2).

Wooldridge, Jeffrey M. 2002. Econometric Analysis of Cross Section and Panel Data.
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Wright, Joseph. 2008. “Do Authoritarian Instituitons Contrain? How Legislatures
Affect Economic Growth and Investment.” American Journal of Political Science
52(2):322–343.

Wright, Joseph and Abel Escribà-Folch. 2012. “Authoritarian institutions and regime
survival: Transitions to democracy and subsequent autocracy.” British Journal of
Political Science 42(2):283–309.

Xinhua General News Service. 2001. “Interview: Burundi Transitional Govt. to Be
Success.”.
URL: https://advance.lexis.com/api/document?collection=newsid=urn:contentItem:44BS-
H8M0-00RC-93BK-00000-00context=1516831.

Yarwood, Janette. 2016. “The struggle over term limits in Africa: The power of
protest.” Journal of Democracy 27(3):51–60.



30

7 Supplemental Appendix

Supplemental Appendix to accompany Woo, Ae sil. 2019. “Opposition Threat and
Legislative Process in Dictatorships.”

7.1 Median Voters in Dictatorships

The interest of this paper lies in a setting where the median voter may have a pol-
icy preference different from a dictator. While it is difficult to directly observe one’s
policy preferences, I report an increasing pattern of dictatorial legislatures where the
regime party occupies less than 50% of legislative seats. Quality of Governance data
by Cruz, Keefer and Scartascini (2016) reports the seat share of the largest govern-
ment party in a legislature. The largest government party in the dataset is a political
party of the head of the state. Such a party is often called ’the regime party’ in the
literature. With this data, I created a binary variable to code 1 if the regime party’s
legislative seat share is greater than 50%. Figure 14 presents variation in the legisla-
tive seat share of the regime party across time. Over time, we observe an increasing
percent of legislatures where the median voter may belong to non-regime political
parties.

Figure 14: Median Voter’s Party Membership
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7.2 Model Proof

To find the equilibria of each model, I solved for the Subgame Perfect Nash Equi-
librium, which requires that each actor’s strategy be optimal, given the other actors’
strategies after every possible history in the model (Osborne 2004). In addition, the
actor’s strategy should be optimal given the status quo. I assume status quos are uni-
formly distributed throughout the unidimensional space. That is, every status quo
has an equal chance to be chosen by Nature at the beginning of the model play.

Figure 2: Opposition Right to Majority Vote with Executive Veto
D proposes a bill under the closed rule. M is now a veto player who can vote on a

proposed bill. Only bills that are strictly preferred to x̄ by M will be adopted. In other
words, M accepts x iff UM (x) > UM (x̄). O does not have any formal right in the leg-
islative process. Let xD , xM and xO denote ideal points of D, M, and O. Let x̄ denotes
the status quo while W(x̄) denote the Winset of the status quo (Tsebelis 2002).

Proposition 1. (1) x̄ ≤ xD : W(x̄) = [x̄, xD + (xD − x̄)]. Of all position in W(x̄) ∪ x̄, D
proposes xD , and M passes. (2) xD < x̄ ≤ xM : W(x̄) = ϕ. Therefore, W(x̄) ∪ x̄ =x̄. (3)
xM < x̄ ≤ xO : W(x̄) = [xM - (xM − x̄), x̄]. Of these positions, D prefers max

x
-|x-xD |.

Therefore, D proposes x = xM - (xM − x̄)+α. M passes because D’s proposal gives a
utility that is α greater than the status quo. (4) xD < x̄: W(x̄) = [xM - (xM − x̄), x̄]. Of
all positions in W(x̄) ∪ x̄, D proposes x=xD , and M passes.

Figure 4: Opposition Right to Amendment Power with Executive Veto
O has the right to amend a bill proposed by D, and M has the right to choose

among D’s proposal, O’s amendment, and the status quo. M accepts a bill that gives
the greatest utility among the three options. D has the veto right to accept or reject
the M’s choice.

Proposition 2. (1) x̄ ≤ xD − (xM − xD ): Once D proposes a, W(a) = [a,m + |m − a|] if
a < m and W(a) = [a,m−|a−m|] if a > m. Of all positions in W(a) ∪ a, O prefers max

x
-|x-xO |. Therefore, O amends the bill to make the following: m+|m−a| if a < m and o
if o < a. If m < a < o, O’s any amendment b > m will be rejected by M. Expecting this,
D maximizes its utility by proposing a = m. Therefore, D proposes a = m, O makes an
amendment to get β, and M accepts a. (2) xD−(xM−xD ) < x̄ < xD : If D proposes a = xD ,
then O can propose b = xO −α. M would accept b, but D would veto, resulting x = sq.
D can produce a greater utility by propose a = d+|d−sq |−α. O cannot amend to better
itself off because D will veto and x = sq which is worse than having x = d+|d−sq |−α.
M will accept a = d+|d−sq |−α because −|m−sq | < −|m−(d+|d−sq |−α)|. Therefore,
D proposes a = d +|d − sq |−α, O makes an amendment to get β, and M accepts a. (3)
xD < x̄ ≤ xM : W(x̄) = ϕ. Therefore, W(x̄) ∪ x̄ =x̄, and the status quo policy stays. (4)
xM < x̄: Once D proposes a, W(a) = [a,m+|m−a|] if a < m and W(a = [a,m−|a−m|]
if a > m. Of all positions in W(a) ∪ a, O prefers max

x
-|x-xO |. Therefore, O amends

the bill to make the following: m + |m − a| if a < m and o if o < a. If m < a < o, O’s
any amendment b > m will be rejected by M. Expecting this, D maximizes its utility by
proposing a = m. Therefore, D proposes a = m, O makes an amendment to get β, and
M accepts a.
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Figure 6: Opposition Right to First Proposal Power with Executive Veto
O has the right to propose a bill, and M has the right to vote on the bill proposed

by O. M accepts the bill iff UM (x) ≥ UM (x̄) and rejects it otherwise. D has the veto
right to accept or reject the bill accepted by M. D accepts the bill that is accepted by
M iff UD (x) >UD (x̄), and rejects it otherwise.

Proposition 3. (1) x̄ ≤ xD −(xO −xD ): W(x̄ = [x̄, xD +(xD − x̄)]. Of all positions in W(x̄)
∪ x̄, O prefers max

x
-|x-xO |. Therefore, O proposes xO , M accepts, and D accepts. (2)

xD − (xM − xsD ) < x̄ ≤ xO : W(x̄) = [x̄, xO + (xO − x̄)]. Of all positions in W(x̄) ∪ x̄, O
prefers max

x
-|x-xO |. Therefore, O proposes x= xD + (xD − x̄), M accepts, and D accepts.

(3) xD < x̄ ≤ xM : W(x̄) = ϕ. Therefore, W(x̄) ∪ x̄ =x̄, and the status quo policy stays. (4)
xM < x̄ ≤ xO : W(x̄) = ϕ. Therefore, W(x̄) ∪ x̄ =x̄, and the status quo policy stays. (5)
xO < x̄: W(x̄) =[xD − (x̄ − xD ) , x̄]. Of all positions in W(x̄) ∪ x̄, O prefers max

x
-|x-xO |.

Therefore, O proposes xD , M accepts, and D accepts.

Figure 8: Opposition Right to Second Proposal Power with Executive Veto
D has the right to propose a bill first before any other actor. If D proposes a bill,

M has the right to vote on the bill for passage. M passes a bill iff UM (x) >UM (x̄) and
rejects it otherwise. O gets to exercise a proposal right under two conditions: 1) M
does not pass a bill by D, or 2) D does not propose any bill. If O does not propose any
bill, the status quo stays. If O proposes a bill, M decides whether or not to pass it. If
M does not pass, the status quo stays. If M passes the bill, D decides whether or not
to assent. If D does not assent to the bill, the status quo stays. If D passes the bill, O’s
bill becomes a new law.

Proposition 4. (1) x̄ ≤ xD : W(x̄) = [x̄, xD + (xD − x̄)]. Of all position in W(x̄) ∪ x̄, D
proposes xD , and M passes because -|xD − xM | > -|x̄ − xM | for M. (2) xD < x̄ ≤ xM :
If D does not propose a new bill, O gets to propose x = xM + (xM − x̄)−α because it
maximizes O’s utility among bills in W(x̄) =[x̄, xM +(xM − x̄)]] for both M and O. M will
pass because b’s proposal makes M α much better than having the x̄. However, D will
veto O’s proposal because it makes D worse off than having x̄. Therefore, x = x̄. (3)
xM < x̄ ≤ xO : W(x̄) = [xM - (xM − x̄), x̄] for M. Of these positions, D prefers max

x
-|xD -x|.

Therefore, D proposes x = xM - (x̄ − xM )+α, and M passes because D’s proposal makes
M α much better. (4) xO < x̄: W(x̄) = [xM - (x̄ − xM ), x̄). Of all positions in W(x̄) ∪ x̄, D
proposes x=xD , and M passes because -|xD −xM | > -|x̄ −xM |.
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Below, I provide proofs for models that combine legislative procedures without
the executive veto. As mentioned on Page 8, the model outcomes are similar even
without veto; the first proposal power and the amendment power incur significant
policy loss for the dictator, but the second proposal power incurs the least policy loss.
However, policy loss is larger in models without the executive veto regardless of op-
position legislative powers. Below, I provide figures of models without the executive
veto and their formal proofs.

Opposition Right to Amendment Power without Executive Veto

Figure 15: Opposition Right to Amendment Power without Executive Veto and atten-
dant policy loss

O has the right to amend a bill proposed by D, and M has the right to choose
among D’s proposal, O’s amendment, and the status quo. M accepts a bill that gives
the greatest utility among the three options (D’s proposal, O’s proposal, or status
quo).

Proposition 5. (1) x̄ ≤ xD − (xM − xD ): Once D proposes a, W(a) = [a,m + |m − a|] if
a < m and W(a) = [a,m−|a−m|] if a > m. Of all positions in W(a) ∪ a, O prefers max

x
-|x-xO |. Therefore, O amends the bill to make the following: m +|m −a| if a < m and
o if o < a. If m < a < o, any of O’s amendments b > a will be rejected by M. Expecting
this, D maximizes its utility by proposing a = m. Therefore, D proposes a = m, O
makes an amendment to get β, and M accepts a. (2) xD − (xM − xD ) < x̄ < xD : If D
proposes a = xD , then O can propose b = xO −α. M would accept b. D does not have
an institutional means to counteract. D is better off to keep the status quo. Therefore,
D does not propose and x = ¯sq. (3) xD < x̄ ≤ xM : W(x̄) = ϕ. Therefore, W(x̄) ∪ x̄ =x̄, and
the status quo policy stays. (4) xM < x̄: Once D proposes a, W(a) = [a,m + |m − a|] if
a < m and W(a = [a,m−|a−m|] if a > m. Of all positions in W(a) ∪ a, O prefers max

x
-

|x-xO |. Therefore, O amends the bill to make the following: m+|m−a| if a < m and o if
o < a. If m < a < o, any of O’s amendment b > m will be rejected by M. Expecting this,
D maximizes its utility by proposing a = m. Therefore, D proposes a = m, O makes an
amendment to get β, and M accepts a.

Opposition Right to First Proposal Power without Executive Veto
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Figure 16: Opposition Right to First Proposal Power without Executive Veto and at-
tendant policy loss

The opposition has the exclusive power to propose a bill. The median voter de-
cides whether or not to pass the proposed bill. Only bills that are weakly preferred to
x̄ by M will be adopted. D does not have any formal role in the legislative process.

Proposition 6. (1) x̄ ≤ xD : W(x̄) = [x̄, xM + (xM − x̄)]. Of all position in W(x̄) ∪ x̄, O
proposes xO , and M passes because -|xO −xM | > -|x̄ −xM | for M. (2) xD < x̄ ≤ xM : W(x̄)
= [x̄, xM + (xM − x̄)]. Of these positions, O prefers max

x
-|xO-x|. Therefore, O proposes x

= xM + (x̄ − xM ), and M passes (3) xM < x̄ ≤ xO : W(x̄) = ϕ for both O and M. Therefore,
W(x̄) ∪ x̄ =x̄. (4) xO < x̄: W(x̄) = [xM - (x̄ − xM ), x̄). Of all positions in W(x̄) ∪ x̄, O
proposes x=xO , and M passes because -|xO −xM | > -|x̄ −xM |.

Opposition Right to Second Proposal Power without Executive Veto

Figure 17: Opposition Right to Second Proposal Power without Executive Veto and
attendant policy loss

O has the right to propose a bill if L does not propose any. M has the right to vote
on the bill proposed by either D or O. M accepts the bill iff UM (x) ≥UM (x̄) and rejects
it otherwise. Here, we will see a change in the status quo range (2) xD < x̄ ≤ xM . In
Case 2 where O did not have the second proposal right, the equilibrium in the range
was x̄ because W(x̄) = ϕ for both D and M. If D does not propose, however, O gets to
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propose. If O gets to propose, O will propose x = xM + (xM − x̄) because it maximizes
O’s utility among bills in W(x̄) =[x̄, xM + (xM − x̄)]) for both M and O. Given this logic,
Proposition 7 follows below.

Proposition 7. (1) x̄ ≤ xD : W(x̄) = (x̄, xD + (xD − x̄)]. Of all position in W(x̄) ∪ x̄, D
proposes xD , and M passes because -|xD − xM | > -|x̄ − xM | for M. (2) xD < x̄ ≤ xM : If
D does not propose a new bill, D gets UD = −|xD − (xM + (xM − x̄))|. This outcome is
worse than having x̄ +α, α being an infinitesimal policy loss that D takes to satisfy M.
Therefore, D will propose x = x̄+α because -|xD − (x̄+α)| > -|xD − (xM + (xM − x̄))|. (3)
xM < x̄ ≤ xO : W(x̄) = [xM - (xM − x̄), x̄] for M. Of these positions, D prefers max

x
-|xD -x|.

Therefore, L proposes x = xM - (x̄−xM ), and M passes. (4) xO < x̄: W(x̄) = [xM - (x̄−xM ),
x̄). Of all positions in W(x̄) ∪ x̄, D proposes x=xD , and M passes because -|xD − xM | >
-|x̄ −xM |.
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7.3 Coding Types of Legislatures

Table 3 provides a list of possible procedural arrangements made by three individual
procedures surveyed in the text. Values in the matrix of [Executive Proposal, Pro-
posal Right, Executive Veto] determine the arrangement type. Given that each vari-
able for an individual legislative procedure is binary ([0,1]), we have 8 combinations
of procedural arrangements (23 = 8). For example, [0,0,0] proxies a legislature with-
out legislative procedures written in constitutions. [1,0,0] proxies an arrangement
where there exists the executive exclusive proposal right with no proposal rights for
legislators and no executive veto. Both [0,0,0] and [1,0,0] represent a Cheap Legisla-
ture where the participation is low (no proposal right) and so expected policy cost
is none. [0,0,1], [1,0,0] and [1,1,0] also serve as a proxy for a Cheap Legislature.22 [0,
1, 0] and [0, 1, 1] represent a Desperate Legislature. The model outcome shows that
these designs incur greater policy costs for dictators. [1, 1, 1] represents an Optimal
Legislature.

Table 3: Operationalization of Legislature Type

Executive Proposal Proposal Right Executive Veto Legislature Type

0 0 0 Cheap Legislature
0 0 1 Cheap Legislature
1 0 0 Cheap Legislature
1 0 1 Cheap Legislature
1 1 0 Cheap Legislature
0 1 0 Desperate Legislature
0 1 1 Desperate Legislature
1 1 1 Optimal Legislature

Null Legislature does not exist in my theory. Policy loss for a dictator occurs if and
only if the opposition participates and exercises his or her legislative power. If the
opposition is not given the right to exercise legislative procedures, such as a proposal
right, there is no theoretical reason to expect for dictators to systematically incur
policy loss.

22In [1,1,0], the individual legislators have the de jure power to propose a bill, but the model equi-
librium shows that a dictator will not give the opposition a chance to utilize its proposal right because
the dictator does not have other institutional tool to counteract the opposition’s proposal. See Sub-
section 1.4 for an informal proof.
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7.4 [1, 1, 0] as a Cheap Legislature

I present here another type of a Cheap Legislature to show when O’s second proposal
power does not provide any chance for O to express their demand. In this procedural
arrangement, D has the first proposer power. O can propose a bill only after being
given the opportunity-either when D does not propose any or when D fails to pass
a new law. Figure 18 describes the procedural arrangement. Figure 19 visualizes D’s
policy losses under this arrangement. Compared to policy losses under the baseline
model (depicted with dotted lines), D loses α between l and m.23

Figure 18: Opposition’s Sec-
ond Proposal Power Figure 19: L’s Policy Losses

If D lets O participate as a ‘second proposer’ while securing the position as a ‘first
proposer,’ D can mostly achieve policy outcomes that D can produce from the base-
line model in the text.24 However, moving from the baseline model to this procedu-
ral arrangement creates a different consequences for opposition participation. Al-
though the opposition is formally given the institutional right to make a proposal, the
leader will always avoid opposition participation in order to protect against a larger
policy loss. For example, when Nature chooses status quo between d and m, D would
not propose anything and keep the status quo (by the logic of Subgame Perfect Nash
Equilibrium). However, if D does not propose anything under this arrangement, O
gets to propose m +|m − sq | and pass a bill further from D, and D does not have any
institutional tool to counteract this legislative challenge. To prevent this, D proposes
a compromised bill, sq +α, to minimize a policy loss and prevent opposition partic-
ipation in the process. This way, O does not get to propose anything in equilibrium.

Thus, while on the constitution the opposition seems to have the opportunity to
voice their concerns in the legislature, this arrangement may not actually reduce the
threat very much because the dictator would always propose a bill to prevent the
opposition from actively participating. In other words, the opposition may perceive
that their procedural inclusion is not enough because what they are really seeking is

23α denotes a positive infinitesimal change. How theoretical α can be translated into an empirical
observation is a topic for future research.

24D loses α∗|m −d | more in this arrangement compared to the baseline model.
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the opportunity to voice out their protest within the formal institution. This implies
that this arrangement does not serve as an institutional tool for sharing legislative
power to reduce threat.

7.5 Predicted Probabilities with Different Variable Values

In the text, I compute predicted probabilities of an Optimal Legislature for country-
years that are non-military and non-communist. Below, I present predicted proba-
bilities with different variable values for military leaders and communist regimes.

Table 4: Differences in Predicted Probabilities of an Optimal Legislature

Variable Values High Low Differences

Urban Concentration

Non-military & Non-communist 0.7204972 0.4594926 + 26.10%
Non-military & Communist 0.001728084 0.0002581884 + 0.01%
Military & Non-communist 0.9198024 0.7700918 + 14.97%
Military & Communist 0.01317287 0.002843921 + 1.03%

% of World Democracy

Non-military & Non-communist 0.5381644 0.2005765 + 20.05%
Non-military & Communist 0.4834942 0.4829099 + 0.06%
Military & Non-communist 0.8325404 0.6801299 + 15.24%
Military & Communist 0.4846728 0.4839377 + 0.07%

Multiple Parties

Non-military & Non-communist 0.6818909 0.4357605 + 26.61%
Non-military & Communist 0.486008 0.4851843 + 0.08%
Military & Non-communist 0.9711593 0.9029219 + 0.68%
Military & Communist 0.487628 0.486976 + 0.06%
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7.6 Statistical Testing for Other Hypotheses

Here, I report the results of testing two additional hypotheses. The following results
are from running logistic regression with the Matching Frontier technique.

Hypothesis 2. As the opposition’s collective action capacity increases, dictators are less
likely to establish an Cheap Legislature

Figures 20, 21, and 22 report the effects of Urban Concentration, world democ-
racy, and multiple parties on the likelihood of instituting an Cheap Legislature re-
spectively. As expected in H2, the coefficients are negative in most of sample size
ranges.

Figure 20: Urban Concen-
tration

Figure 21: World Democ-
racy

Figure 22: Multiple parties

Hypothesis 3. The opposition’s collective action capacity does not affect the likelihood
of establishing a Desperate Legislature

Figures 23, 24, and 25 report the effects of Urban Concentration, world democ-
racy, and multiple parties on the likelihood of instituting a Desperate Legislature. Re-
sults are mixed. Null effect is shown with Urban Concentration in sample sizes be-
tween 1200 and 1000 (i.e., 0-200 observations are pruned), and again between 400
and 2. The null effect is more obvious with the percent of world democracy. When
multiple parties are instituted, we see positive coefficients.
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Figure 23: Urban Concen-
tration

Figure 24: World Democ-
racy

Figure 25: Multiple parties
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Abstract

The existence of nominally democratic institutions, such as elections
and legislatures in autocracies, raises questions regarding the strategies
of political opposition. Why do some non-regime political parties in au-
tocracies compete in elections while others engage in a boycott? While
the existing literature focuses on election processes, this paper examines
the effects of legislative processes on an opposition’s decision to boycott
elections. Autocratic leaders can strategically institute legislative rules
to simultaneously make an inclusive process and prevent the passage of
unwanted legislation. I theorize that legislative rules affect non-regime
political parties’ present and future value of holding legislative seats. De-
spite the increased level of presence in a decision-making process, oppo-
sition’s presence does not translate into policy changes due to legislative
rules designed to favor the incumbent. In such a case, the value of hold-
ing legislative office decreases, and the opposition decide to drop out of
an election, instead of investing resources for winning it. I identify leg-
islative rules that rig the process in favor of the leader and empirically
find that political parties in autocracies are more likely to engage in a
boycott when such legislative rules exist. The results suggest that legisla-
tive rules are important determinants of an opposition boycott.
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1 Introduction

Even when they are not contested, legislative elections in autocracies provide non-
regime political parties the opportunity to gain experience in election campaigns
and chances to compete for political seats (Lindberg 2006). Elected members of na-
tional legislatures earn higher profits for their personal businesses (Truex 2014) and
can appeal to their constituents through public appearance in a legislature to garner
future votes (Malesky and Schuler 2010). In addition to these immediate benefits,
non-regime parties are aware of long-term benefits of participating in uninterrupted,
repetitive elections, which can increase the likelihood that the incumbent will lose
in the future (Smith 2014). Despite these short-term and long-term benefits, some
political parties publicly refuse to participate in elections. Boycotting elections for
legislative or parliamentary seats occurred in approximately one-third of all coun-
tries between 1990 and 2008 (Buttorff and Dion 2017). Why do some political parties
in autocracies engage in a boycott legislative elections while others do not?

Existing research points to the pre-election environment as a major domestic
factor influencing election boycotts (Beaulieu 2014, Bratton 1998, Lindberg 2006).
Election boycotts are more likely to occur if governments assassinate political op-
ponents or intimidate voters (Schedler 2002a). Even without blatant violence, non-
regime political parties have unequal representation in biased media outlets and face
restrictions on election campaigns (Kelley 2011). Non-regime political parties are
more likely to engage in boycotts when international election monitors are involved
(Beaulieu and Hyde 2009), but the quality of monitors may reduce the likelihood of
the boycott (Kelley 2011). They also argue that candidate qualification and gerry-
mandering rules, unilaterally instituted by the incumbent government, deter strong
opponents to the regime (Beaulieu and Hyde 2009).

While non-regime political parties’ reactions to electoral violence or processes
have been widely studied, less attention has been paid to how they react to legisla-
tive rules that are unilaterally instituted by an incumbent. Autocratic leaders insti-
tute nominally democratic institutions, such as elections and legislatures when it is
costly to exclude the opposition from a legislative institution (Gandhi 2008, Gandhi
and Przeworski 2006). The inclusion of opposition groups is more likely when au-
tocratic leaders need to legitimize their continuity in power (Levitsky and Way 2010,
Schedler 2002b, Thayer 2010). Upon the inclusion of the opposition, autocrat leaders
need non-violent and institutional tools to counteract the potential policy loss from
the opposition participation in a legislature.

This paper identifies legislative rules that make the opposition participation in-
significant or peripheral in policy-making process. These rules ensure sure that a
government bill has priority in a legislative meeting and enable autocratic leaders to
prevent unwanted policies from passing. They are unilaterally instituted, and their
consequences are not trivial as they can limit the policy-making power of the opposi-
tion. Therefore, I argue that these legislative laws leads non-regime parties to boycott
elections through two mechanisms: policy expectation and policy defeat. First, the
expected value of legislative seats decreases when such rules exist. With these rules, a
dictator dominates the legislative process by being an agenda-setter, or makes voting
as a rubber-stamping process. Even before participating in a legislature, non-regime
parties can expect their political influence to be marginalized. Second, decisions to
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boycott can come from suffering important defeats on key policies. Not all policy
defeats lead to organized opposition boycotts because the incumbent leader’s effort
to produce the policy outcome can be stealthy. However, if these clauses are publicly
observable, those who are frustrated with multiple policy defeats can point out these
clauses and mobilize around them.

Rather than spending resources in election campaigns to win election that will
not guarantee any policy influence, non-regime parties will resort their resources
to mobilize citizen to boycott and pressure the incumbent to change laws regard-
ing election and legislative processes. To empirically show the relationship between
legislative rules and election boycotts, I use logit regression with multiple covariates
that are previously argued to affect election boycotts. For a robust causal inference,
I employ the Coersened Exact Matching to ensure a balance between dictatorships
with such legislative laws and dictatorships without them. This pre-processing al-
lows researchers to produce a dataset in which a set of confounding variables do not
predict selection. Despite the expected selection bias that are against the hypothe-
sis, results from CEM shows a positive association between such legislative laws and
opposition boycott of legislative election. Non-regime parties are more likely to en-
gage in a legislative election boycott in countries with these rules than in countries
without them. However, these rules can be utilized by a current non-regime party in
future if its candidate wins an executive election. Therefore, non-regime parties do
not have incentives to engage in a boycott around these rules when they compete in
presidential elections. These expectations about presidential elections are also sta-
tistically tested and garnered some support.

This paper contributes to the large literature on nominally democratic institu-
tions in autocracies. The existing literature suggests that legislatures are prone to
regime leaders’ manipulation, but less is known specifically of how those leaders
manipulate formal or informal legislative rules. This research identifies two formal
rules that are instituted as a part of a legislative process to favor incumbent lead-
ers’ legislative power in autocracies. In a departure from previous assumptions that
opposition parties are less interested in policymaking in autocracies, I theorize that
non-regime political parties create expectations about their future legislative influ-
ence. If these rules exist to limit their future influence, non-regime parties are likely
to expose and delegitimize these rules via boycotts during elections. In a more direct
way, this paper adds to the literature on election boycotts by suggesting that these
rules lead non-regime parties to respond unfavorably in legislative elections while
also serving as incentives in presidential elections when non-regime parties can use
them as formal government resources if elected.

2 Election Boycott in Autocracies

Regular elections have become a new feature of many autocracies, but they are prone
to the incumbent leader or the regime party’s coercion and fraud (Howard and Roessler
2006). Despite the unfair nature of elections, they provide non-regime parties with
opportunities to gain experience in election campaigns and publicize their political
standing. Elected non-regime party members enjoy some access to parliamentary
resources (Kelley 2011). Holding a political office connects legislators to a broader
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network of people and industries. Elected legislators obtain more loans for their
businesses (Sun, Zhu and Wu 2014) and provide more public projects for their con-
stituents (Barkan 2009). Unlike regime party candidates, non-regime party candi-
dates depend on citizen voting for holding the political office. Thus, they also need
legislative arenas to appeal their efforts to their constituents (Malesky and Schuler
2010).

In addition to the immediate benefits of participating in an election, non-regime
parties are aware of long-term benefits because reforms take many years. Its first
election rarely leads to a big win for the opposition. Rather, elections are perceived
as “protracted transitions” (Eisenstadt 2000) in which opposition forces engage in a
continuous series of electoral battles (Barkan 2000, 236). Some non-regime parties
assert that they are better off participating in a system of uninterrupted, repetitive
elections to receive long-term benefits (Lindberg 2006, 75-76). The spokesman for
Zimbabwe’s Movement for Democratic Change explained that the party’s leaders de-
cided to drop a boycott in the 2015 election, even though Mugabe’s government had
“failed, and failed dismally” to carry out promised voting changes to keep the hope
for changes alive (Kelley 2011). An immediate change in an incumbent is not likely
with an opposition boycott, but the boycott increases the likelihood that the incum-
bent will lose in a future election (Smith 2014).

Despite these short-term and long-term benefits of participating in an election,
some political parties engage in boycotts by publicly refusing to participate in elec-
tions. Boycotts are widespread phenomena regardless of regime types. Buttorff and
Dion (2017) found that election boycotts occurred in approximately one-third of all
countries between 1990 and 2008. According to Beaulieu and Hyde (2009), boycotts
are always initiated after the government announces the election and culminate with
parties’ visible nonparticipation on elections day.25 When political parties decide
to engage in a boycott, they go beyond simply abstaining from the electoral con-
test. Parties publicly announce that they refuse to participate in the elections and
actively reach out to voters. For example, in 1996, the Zambian opposition party,
the United National Independence Party, interfered the election process by buying
voter ID cards from registered voters on election day and by mobilizing youth wings
to intimidate voters (Beaulieu and Hyde 2009).

Existing research suggests that unfairness in the pre-election environment is a
domestic factor that drives boycotts (Beaulieu 2014, Bratton 1998, Lindberg 2009,
2006). Government violence makes the non-regime party’s electoral participation
costly. Schedler (2002b) reports cases of assassination of political opponents, voter
intimidation, and violence against candidates and elected officials. Even without
blatant violence, non-regime political parties have unequal representation in biased
media outlets and are less competitive due to the incumbent’s abuse of government
resources and restrictions on election campaigns (Kelley 2011).

Non-regime political parties also face disadvantages from the electoral rules. These
rules are usually unilaterally instituted by the incumbent government and disadvan-
tageous to candidates from non-regime parties. For example, the Mexican govern-

25I follow the conceptualization of boycotts by Beaulieu and Hyde (2009): “As a form of protests,
election boycotts are distinct from instances when opposition parties threaten to boycott and later
participate in an election. They are distinct from (and usually more costly) than postelection com-
plaints or protests.”
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ment instituted a “governability clause” in 1990 to ensure that the ruling party, the
Institutional Revolutionary Party, could win a majority of seats in the Chamber of
Deputies with just over 35 percent of the votes (Klesner 1997). Instituting candidate
qualification laws is another electoral means for the incumbent to exclude popular
opposition parties. For example, in 1995, the Haitian government instituted a law
that candidates could be excluded if they were members of the ruling party during
the Duvalier regime. But the determination of who fits the description of the law was
open to interpretation, and some argued that the application of this law was unfair
(Beaulieu and Hyde 2009).

Manipulation of electoral rules and processes is widely studied, but less attention
is paid to legislative rules and process that favor the incumbent/regime in power. Ex-
isting literature generally assumes that policymaking is not the main concern of non-
regime political parties in autocracies (Barkan 2009, Lust-Okar 2005). While that may
be a useful assumption, there exist non-regime parties that explicitly demand more
policymaking power and strive to participate in a legislative process with their pol-
icy agenda. We also observe variation in legislative rules and processes. Complicat-
ing the assumption about opposition’s policy preference in autocracies, this project
identifies legislative rules that are unilaterally instituted in autocracies and provides
explanations on how opposition parties react to these rules.

3 Legislative Rules in Autocracies

The incumbent governments in autocracies seek to continue ruling not “by institu-
tionalizing democracy but by legitimizing their continuity in power” (Schedler 2002b).
Legitimacy is often built through nominally democratic institutions, such as elec-
tions and legislatures (Alagappa 1995, Levitsky and Way 2010, Thayer 2010). A key to
building legitimacy is often the involvement of non-regime political parties in these
institutions.26 If no outsiders participate in a legislature, and if a legislature looks like
it supports everything that the leader wants without any objections, this “toothless
assembly” would not convince foreign or domestic audiences that they are legitimate
(Malesky and Schuler 2011).

The autocratic leader wants the legislative activities to look more inclusive and
contentious for legitimacy. For this, the leader can institute several legislative rules
that publicly (seem to) invite participation by non-regime parties. One way to do
this is to let individual legislators vote on legislation. According to my own dataset
on African autocracies, 63% of national constitutions of Sub-Saharan Africa state
that legislation should pass by either a simple majority vote or an absolute majority
vote.27 We also observe written rules about the right for legislators to propose leg-
islation. As shown in the 1990 Constitution of Benin, 1992 Constitution of Burundi
and 1959 Constitution of Madagascar, members of a legislature are often given the

26If political parties are banned, opposition group members participate as an independent legisla-
tors (e.g., Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt).

27The copies of national constitutions of Sub-Saharan Africa (1955-2016) are available on the au-
thor’s website. The list of constitutions is not exhaustive. Among constitutions that are available
online, 27% of them did not specify a voting method for legislation (29/105), and 8% pass legislation
by a supermajority vote.
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constitutional right to propose new legislation.28 Additionally, some legislatures are
given the constitutional right to amend legislation as shown in 1992 Constitution of
Angola, 1996 Constitution of Niger, and 1961 Constitution of Mauritania.29

The above rules regarding votings and legislation proposals increase the political
inclusion of those who were previously excluded from a decision-making process.
While the de jure policy-making power of the opposition increases, autocratic lead-
ers simultaneously need to keep non-regime parties’ de facto policy-making power
under control (Schedler 2002b). To impose institutional control, they establish an-
other set of legislative rules that are designed to make opposition participation in-
significant in a legislative process. These rules change a structural setting of a law-
making process and make the opposition inclusion to be subsumed under the do-
main of the incumbent leader’s legislative dominance.

The idea that dictators instituted rules to unfavorably shape the environment for
the opposition to operate. We observe such strategies with elections in autocracies.
While dictators allow the opposition groups to participate in national elections, they
easily skew the “playing field” by clientelist social policies and limited media laws
(Levitsky and Way 2010, 6-7). Clientelist social policies reduce the number of citizens
that will be swayed to vote for the opposition while opposition’s limited media access
constrains the geographical space for election campaigns. Similarly, while dictators
allow the opposition to exercise right to propose a bill or vote on a proposal, some
legislative rules define the structural environment of a law-making in a way that the
increased opposition participation will not be translated into policy outcomes.

One type of such rule gives priority to a government bill to be addressed first in
a legislative process. Even after instituting the right for legislators to propose legis-
lation, autocratic leaders make some policy issues (e.g., national budget or taxation
bills) as exceptions, reserving for the executive the right to propose solely or first any
bills related to those policy areas. For example, the 1961 Constitution of Maurita-
nia, 1992 Constitution of Madagascar, and 1998 Constitution of Burundi all include
Priority Clauses, stating that National Assemblies consider bills by priority and in
the order that the Government has fixed.30 Another type of Priority Clauses allows
the government (the executive and ministers) to propose “decree-laws” for the gov-
ernment to present a bill to a legislature to accept. For example, Article 111 of the
1998 Constitution of Burundi states that, “The Government may, for the execution
of its program, ask the National Assembly for authorization to take by decree-laws,
for a limited time, the measures which are normally in the domain of the law. These
decree-laws must be ratified by the National Assembly during the following session.”

These Priority Clauses designate the leader and his or her cabinet as an agenda-
setter. Tsebelis (2002)’s veto player analysis informs about how agenda control allows
agenda setters to move the policy position closer to the one they desire. The Priority
Clauses, when applied, effectively form a range of passable policies (i.e., the win-set)

28For example, Article 105 of 1990 Constitution of Benin writes, “The initiation of bills shall belong
concurrently to the President of the Republic and to the members of the National Assembly.”

29For example, Article 109 of the 2010 Constitution of Niger states, “the Deputies and the Govern-
ment have the right of amendment and that, regardless of the origin of the text.”

30Article 42 of 1992 Constitution of Madagascar states that “The agenda of the assemblies include,
by priority and in the order that the Government has fixed, the discussion of bills introduced by the
Government and bills of law whose priorities accepted by it.”
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in a way that a leader’s proposal guarantees a passage. As leaders repeatedly utilize
the Priority Clauses, the opposition has to suffer repeated policy defeats. Multiple
policy defeats frustrate participating non-regime parties, and they learn that their
legislature is acting as a rubber stamp. This realization decreases the value of hold-
ing legislative office for those who care about policy influence. For example, in a 2008
interview with a South Africa-based think-tank, Swaziland Members of Parliaments
complained that their parliament “has been reduced to rubber stamps” (?). Con-
sequently, Swaziland opposition groups boycotted the legislative election in 2008,
arguing that a government system was fundamentally flawed.

Through boycotts, non-regime parties try to expose of unfair rules and nullifi-
cation of unilateral decisions (Beaulieu and Hyde 2009). When the value of hold-
ing office decreases, non-regime parties do not continue investing resources to win
new legislative elections. Rather, they divert their resources to mobilize an effec-
tive boycott, hoping to gain policy concessions from the incumbent or delegitimize
government unilateral decisions (Scully 1995). For opposition parties, an election is
a salient event to receive attention from the domestic and international audience
and expose the lack of consensus in legislative procedural rules, especially when
legislative rules prevent the opposition from producing significant policy changes.
Therefore, Priority Clauses should be positively associated with legislative election
boycotts.

Another legislative rule that rigs the structural environment in favor of the in-
cumbent is the Appointment Clause. This clause can distort legislative presentation
by disproportionately translating citizen votes to portions of legislative seats in fa-
vor of the regime party. With these clauses, it is harder (or nearly impossible) for the
opposition to seize the majority of legislative seats. Even before participating in a
legislative process, the opposition can realize that their future value of holding leg-
islative office is low. Since they expect less benefit from participating in a legislature,
they are more likely to boycott elections.

Bahrain provides an example on the point. Bahrain, in 2002, held the first par-
liamentary elections in three decades, but the four main political parties called for a
boycott beforehand (Political Conditions Bahrain 2019).31 These parties argued that
the parliamentary process is rigged in favor of the Sunni royal establishment because
the king could appoint half of the deputies. Sheikh Ali Salman, the leader of Jamiat
Al-Wafaq said, “The constitution promises an elected legislature with the power to
pass legislation. What is proposed by the government does not allow for this.” He
estimated that pro-government candidates would win about 14 of 40 elected parlia-
mentary seats which, combined with the 40 appointed members, could defeat any
legislation opposed by the government, thus allowing continued control by the royal
family (Clover 2002).

The above discussion informs that autocrats maintain their control by instituting
legislative laws that shape the environment in which the opposition exercises their
legislative rights. These rules frustrate legislators with multiple policy defeats and
decrease a perceived future value of holding legislative seats. When non-regime par-
ties realize that winning the election will not benefit them to increase their policy-

31The Islamic National Accord Association (INAA) organized the boycott, and the National Demo-
cratic Action Association (NDAA), the Nationalist Democratic Rally (NDR) and the Islamic Action As-
sociation (IAA) followed (Copson 2002).
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making power, they will invest their resources for an effective boycott instead of
election campaigns. Therefore, I expect that the opposition is more likely to boycott
when legislative rules are rigged in favor of an incumbent leader.

Hypothesis 4. Autocratic opposition parties are more likely to boycott legislative elec-
tions when legislative rules are rigged in favor of the autocrat

Both Priority Clauses and Appointment Clauses impose a disadvantage to elected
legislators of non-regime parties. However, these legislative rules are beneficial for
pursuing agenda goals when a non-regime party becomes a regime party with its
candidate’s electoral victory in a presidential election. Therefore, these rules should
not be a reason to engage in a boycott in a presidential election. Finally, I expect that
these rules are not associated with opposition boycott in presidential elections.

Hypothesis 5. In autocracies, presidential election boycotts are not associated with
Priority Clauses or Appointment Clauses.

4 Empirical Tests

4.1 Operationalization

The minimalist definition of autocracy reflects whether there is a fair and contested
leader selection in a country (Alvarez et al. 1996, Gandhi 2008, Przeworski et al. 2000).
For the purpose of this study, autocracies are sampled from the Varieties of Democ-
racy (V-Dem) dataset (Coppedge et al. 2018). One of the V-Dem measures, the Regimes
of the World, categorizes country-years by the competitiveness of access to power
(“How can the political regime overall be classified considering the competitiveness
of access to power (polyarchy) as well as liberal principles?”). In the autocracy sam-
ple, I include both closed autocracies (i.e., countries that have “no multiparty elec-
tions for the chief executive or the legislature.”) and electoral autocracies (i.e., coun-
tries that have “de-jure multiparty elections for the chief executive and the legisla-
ture, but failing to achieve that elections are free and fair, or de-facto multiparty”)(Coppedge
et al. 2018). While we may think that there is no boycott in closed autocracy because
there is no multiparty electiond, we actually observe 40% of boycotts (388 country-
election-years from 1946-2018) in closed autocracies. It is because some close au-
tocracies hold a multiparty election for legislative positions.

The independent variables in this study are legislative rules unilaterally instituted
for creating a biased playing field in a legislative process. While a majority voting
rule is prevalent in autocracies, the majority rule makes it critical for an autocratic
leader to seize the majority of legislative seats.32 As identified earlier, an Appoint-
ment Clause is such a legislative rule that captures leaders’ intention to make it eas-
ier to seize the median legislator. Sometimes leaders blatantly appoint 50% of leg-
islators as shown in the Bahrain 2002 election. In other countries, other portions of

32According to my data on Sub-Saharan Africa from 1955 to 2016 (available on the author’s website),
63% of national constitutions state that legislation passes by either a simple or absolute majority vote
while 27% pass legislation by a supermajority vote.)
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legislative positions are appointed. For example, presidents of Kenya had been able
to appoint 12 members of parliament in the 1990s and 2000s until the 2010 Consti-
tution of Kenya was instituted. Presidents in Sudan in the 1970s could appoint up to
10 percent of legislators while presidents in Tanzania have been able to appoint up
to 15 percent of legislators since 1995.

I use the data from the Comparative Constitution Project (CCP) dataset to code
the mode of member selection for national legislatures. I operationalize Appoint-
ment Clauses with a measure of v202, which asks, “How are members of the first (or
only) chamber of the Legislature selected?” If the answer to the question is “1. Ap-
pointed,” I code 1 for APPOINTMENT, and 0 otherwise.33 Kenya in 1970 is coded 1, for
example, because Article 33.1 of the 1970 Constitution of Kenya (amended through-
out 2008) states that, “Subject to this session, there shall be twelve nominated mem-
bers of the National Assembly appointed by the President following a general elec-
tion, to represent special interests.”(Elkins, Ginsburg and Melton 2016)

(a) 1970 (b) 1990

(c) 2000 (d) 2010

Figure 26: Distribution of Appointment Clauses

Figure 26 demonstrates the distribution of constitutional Appointment Clauses
over the world in four different years.34 The frequency of Appointment Clauses is
lower than the frequency of Priority Clauses in the time period presented here. In
1970, the clause was evenly distributed throughout all regions, but in 2010, the ma-
jority of autocracies with such a clause belong to Sub-Saharan Africa since 1990.

33Other answers include “Elected by Elite Group,” “Elected by Citizens,” “Left explicitly to non-
constitutional law,” “Other,” “Unable to Determine,” and “Not Specified.”

34I use Comparative Constitutions Project (CCP) data to identify constitutional clauses that allow
the executive leader to appoint legislative positions. The variable, v202, codes the member selection
mode for the first (or only) chamber of the legislature. I create a binary variable to code 1 if “Ap-
pointed” and 0 otherwise.



51

I again use the CCP data to operationalize Priority Clauses. This kind of clause
makes sure that bills proposed by the autocratic leaders or their cabinet are given
priority to be addressed before any bills in a legislative process. In the theory section,
I have identified two types of Priority Clauses. One is about giving priority to the
government bills for all policy areas and another is about giving exclusive right to
the government to make proposals for certain policy areas. The existing data does
not code for the former type of a constitutional clause, but I code the executive’s
exclusive right with a variable, v276, which asks, “Does the constitution provide for
any of the following special legislative processes?” If the answer to the question is
one of organic laws, budget bills, tax bills, or spending bills, I code 1 for PRIORITY

and 0 otherwise. The codebook does not define what “special legislative processes”
is, but countries such as Kenya, Rwanda, and Uganda are coded as having “special
legislative processes” when only the executive can propose budget bills. Therefore, I
assume that “special legislative process” proxies the concept of Priority Clauses.

(a) 1970 (b) 1990

(c) 2000 (d) 2010

Figure 27: Distribution of Priority Clauses

Figure 27 demonstrates the distribution of Priority Clauses in constitutions over
the world in four different years.35 Sub-Saharan Africa is the region with the largest
number of autocracies that have Priority Clauses in the time period reported in Fig-
ure 27. In 1970 and 1990, autocracies in Latin America & Caribbean had the second
largest number of autocracies with such a clause, but in 2000 and 2010, the num-
ber of such autocracies in the Middle East & North Africa surpassed Latin America &
Caribbean. The number of autocracies with Priority Clauses significantly increased

35I use Comparative Constitutions Project (CCP) data to identify constitutional clauses that impose
priority to a government bill. The variable, v276, codes if there exist “special legislative processes” for
organic laws, budget bills, tax bills, or spending bills. I report variation in this variable.
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in the region of Europe & Central Asia from 1990 to 2000. It is notable that Priority
Clauses persisted in many autocracies once it was instituted in 2000.

The dependent variable for this study is boycotts during legislative elections in
autocracies. Following (Beaulieu and Hyde 2009, 396), a boycott is defined as a de-
cision by a political party not to participate in an election. I use V-Dems variable,
v2elboycot, which asks, “In this national election, did any registered opposition can-
didates or parties boycott?” They categorize types of boycott by the degree in which
opposition parties engage in election boycott. For example, “Total” means that “all
opposition parties and candidates boycotted the election”. “Significant” means that
“some but not all opposition parties or candidates boycotted but they constituted a
major opposition force. “Ambiguous” means that “some but not all opposition par-
ties or candidates boycotted but it is unclear whether they would have constituted
a major electoral force. “Minor” means that “a few opposition parties or candidates
boycotted and they were relatively insignificant ones.” Finally, “Nonexistent” means
that “no parties or candidates boycotted the elections. I generate a binary variable,
LEGISLATIVE ELECTION BOYCOTTS to code 1 for the existence of any types of boy-
cott and 0 for nonexistence. When I test a hypothesis about legislative elections,
I exclude presidential elections by subsetting my data to include country-years in
which a legislative or constituent assembly election took place (i.e., v2xel_elecparl=1)
(Coppedge et al. 2018). When I test a hypothesis about presidential elections, I sub-
set my data to include country-years in which an executive elections took place in a
given country-year (i.e., v2xel_elecpres=1).

Existing literature informs us that pre-election conditions are the main factor that
determine the likelihood of opposition boycotts. In the statistical models below, I
control variables that capture the domestic pre-election environment. Some coun-
tries have a longer history of boycotts and a boycott in a previous election is posi-
tively associated with a boycott in the next election (Beaulieu 2006). Thus, I include a
lagged variable to capture a variation in a boycott in a previous election, using V-Dem
v2elboycot variable. I also control for overall pre-election political conditions using
the Quality of Election data. The variable, SR11CHEAT, counts the number of behav-
iors that violate the international standard and government’s abuse of public funds
and government resources. It has four values (0,1,2, and 3), with 0 being “Good-no
problems” and 3 being “High-major problems.” The overall pre-election administra-
tive capacity is measured by the variable, SR12CAP, which codes the degree of the
problems with the voter lists and registration. Pre-election violence and unrest are
captured by the variable, SR13VIOL. Both variables for administrative capacity and
pre-election violence have the four values (0-3). International election monitoring
is argued to affect the opposition’s incentive to expose fraud potential and biased
election rules via a boycott (Beaulieu and Hyde 2009, Kelley 2011). Thus, I addition-
ally control whether or not a given legislative election had been monitored by in-
ternational observers with the variable, SIEMASS. Statistical models also includes a
measure of GDP per capita, which previous studies (Beaulieu and Hyde 2009, Kelley
2011) used as a predictor of boycotts. After including all control variables, the dataset
contains legislative elections in autocracies from 1977 to 2004.36

36For generating another dataset with a longer time period (1961-2010), I only control world bank
economic indicators (GDP per capita, GDP per capita growth, and trade openness) and political
regime types (personal, military, monarch and a party-based regime that acts as a reference cate-
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4.2 Empirical Analysis

Institutionalization of legislative rules may not be a random process, making the hy-
pothesis testing vulnerable to a potential bias. For example, pre-election environ-
ment may confound with both of my independent variables and dependent variable.
The positive relationship between pre-election fraud potential and opposition boy-
cotts is well examined in the existing literature. We can also expect that pre-election
fraud potential is negatively associated with instituting legislative clauses that con-
strain opposition legislative influence. If the regime party institutes these clauses,
they would not have to spend resources on election fraud because these rules allow
the regime party to exercise great legislative influence regardless of election results.
Combined, these confounding relationships may lead to underestimation of the ef-
fect of Appointment and Priority clauses on a boycott if variables for pre-election
environment are omitted.

Keeping the direction of the potential bias, I test whether or not Appointment
and Priority Clauses are associated with a greater or lesser likelihood of boycotts. I
begin with basic models intended to show correlation between my main variables
of interests. Because my dependent variable is binary, I test my hypothesis by esti-
mating the likelihood of boycotts using a logit model, the results of which are shown
in Table 5. The first column of Table 5 shows coefficient estimates of the PRIORITY

and APPOINTMENT from a logit model without controls. The second column shows
coefficient estimates from a logit model that includes measures of the pre-election
domestic environment. The positive signs on the coefficients on LEGISLATIVE ELEC-
TION BOYCOTTS in Column 1 show that these clauses are positively associated with
legislative election boycotts, but they are statistically insignificant without controls.
When control variables are included, the bias that leads to underestimation of the
positive effects should disappear. The omitted variable bias disappears in Column
2 of Table 5. The magnitude of the coefficient of the PRIORITY in Column 2 is larger
than one in Column 1, and it is now statistically significant. While the magnitude of
the coefficient of the APPOINTMENT in Column 2 is larger than one in Column 1, it is
not statistically significant.

Logit coefficients are difficult to interpret substantively. I estimate changes in the
probability of boycotts using the results shown in Column 2 of Table 5. To do so,
I first estimate the probability of a boycott occurring in country-electioin-years in
which Priority Clauses did not exist (where PRIORITY = 0). Next, I estimate the prob-
ability of a boycott in country-election-years with Priority Clauses (where PRIORITY =
1) and generate the first difference between these two values.37 The calculated mean
of the predicted probability of a boycott in country-election-years without Priority
Clauses is 29.63% (7.60%, 84.72%). By comparison, the mean probability of a boycott
in country-election-years with Priority Clauses is 84.69% (14.47%, 100%). On aver-
age, Autocracies with Priority Clauses are 55% more likely than autocracies without
such a clause to experience a legislative election boycott. This is a substantively large

gory) from Geddes, Wright and Frantz (2014). A Supplemental Appendix reports the results from this
dataset.

37I compute substantive effects for country-election-years that are non-military. I hold other vari-
ables at their in-sample means (for continuous variables) and in-sample modes (for ordered vari-
ables).
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Table 5: Relationship between Legislative Rules and Legislative Election Boycott

Dependent variable:

Legislative Election Boycotts

(1) Logit (2) Logit (3) CEM (4) CEM (5) CEM (6) CEM

Priority 1.721 2.494∗∗ 18.480 398.770
(1.087) (1.221) (4,090.043) (465,079.300)

Appointment 0.057 0.428 0.504 1.934
(0.497) (0.614) (0.808) (2.014)

Boycott Lag 1.836∗∗∗ 2.743 1,504.001
(0.392) (1.919) (937,736.400)

GDP per capita −0.0002∗∗ −0.003 0.381
(0.0001) (0.002) (209.405)

International Observer −0.479 −15.357 −271.394
(0.396) (10.846) (485,428.700)

Overall Political Condition 0.325∗ 7.974 −546.006
(0.173) (5.108) (374,348.200)

Violence −0.045 −4.712∗ 227.176
(0.154) (2.778) (264,573.300)

Administration Capacity −0.071 246.416
(0.287) (505,667.000)

Constanty −2.105∗ −3.066∗∗ −0.167 14.059 −19.579 −87.361
(1.085) (1.461) (0.557) (9.720) (4,090.043) (917,123.400)

Observations 154 154 154 154 154 154
Log Likelihood −101.111 −82.278 −18.349 −7.876 −4.499 −0.000
Akaike Inf. Crit. 208.221 182.557 40.698 29.753 12.997 16.000

∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01

difference that supports Hypothesis 1.
The left panel of Figure 28 visually presents the distribution of the expected prob-

ability of a boycott for average country-election-years over the level of GDP per capita.
While the predicted probabilities are negatively associated with the level of domes-
tic economy, the predicted probabilities are always higher in country-election-years
with Priority Clause than in country-election years without such a clause.

Figure 28: Predicted Probability Distribution of Legislative Election Boycotts

Column 2 of Table 5 also reports the substantive relationship between Appoint-
ment clauses and legislative election boycotts. The right panel of Figure 28 shows
the distribution of the expected probability of a legislative election boycott for aver-
age country-election-years with and without Appointment Clauses. The calculated
mean of the predicted probability of a boycott in country-election-years without Ap-
pointment clauses is 84.66% (14.92%, 100%). By comparison, the mean probability
of a boycott in country-election-years with Appointment Clauses is 87.99% (17.22%,
100%). Autocracies with Appointment Clauses are 3.3% more likely than autocracies
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without such a clause to experience a legislative election boycott. This is a substan-
tively small difference that does not strongly support the argument that Appoint-
ment Clauses increase the likelihood of election boycotts. The left panel of Fig-
ure 28 shows that the predicted probabilities are always higher in country-election-
years with Appointment Clause than in country-election years without such a clause.
However, the result is not statistically significant.

Autocrats are assumed to prefer non-regime party participation to increase the
legitimacy of the election. If autocrats expected a high likelihood of a boycott, they
would be less likely to institute legislative clauses that non-regime parties are likely
to criticize and possibly act against. Thus, this selection process would produce a
negative correlation between Priority/Appointment Clauses and legislative election
boycotts. For this reason, I do not concern this study with the selection issue, but for
a robust causal inference, I seek out a research design that can implement an ideal
experiment with observational data. An ideal experiment would compare country-
election-years with Priority/Appointment Clauses and country-election-years with-
out such clauses given that these country-election-years are otherwise identical in
every other respect, including their pre-election political environment. Few such
comparisons exist, and so I approximate this ideal experiment using matching meth-
ods. Matching allows researchers to explicitly address the nonrandom assignment
issues associated with instituting legislative rules to account for the potential con-
founding effects between the treatment (in this case, observations with Priority and
Appointment Clauses) and the outcome and reduce the probability that the results
are model dependent (King and Zeng 2006). With matching, I produce a dataset in
which a set of confounding variables do not predict selection into the treatment (Kel-
ley 2011).

I use matching as a preprocessing step before running logit models on my binary
variable. In particular, I use Coarsened Exact Matching (CEM) to “coarsen” the vari-
ables used for matching so that they assume fewer values prior to the matching pro-
cedure. CEM then matches autocracies on the recoded variables (Hill 2010).38 In do-
ing so, CEM reduces imbalance in the observable covariates by matching unobserv-
able propensity for the institutionalization of Priority and Appointment Clauses.39

The results are presented in the third through sixth columns of Table 5.
For testing the effect of Priority Clauses, CEM matched 25 observations (13 from

a control group and 12 from a treatment group) out of 154 observations. It is a small
sample that can produce high variance (King, Lucas and Nielsen 2017). The coeffi-
cients of PRIORITY (Column 5 and 6 of Table 5) are positive but they are statistically
insignificant. For testing the effect of Appointment Clauses, CEM matched 15 ob-
servations (seven from a control group and eight from a treatment group) out of 154
observations. Again it is a small sample. The third and fourth columns of Table 5
show that the coefficients of APPOINTMENT are positive, but they are not statistically
significant. CEM does not produce a strong support for Hypotheses 1 and 2.

Now I turn to testing the effects of Priority and Appointment Clauses on presiden-

38For more information on CEM methods, see Iacus and King (2012).
39The overall imbalance is given by the L1 statistic. L1 is scaled from 0 to 1, where 0 indicates perfect

global balance and larger values represent the larger global imbalance. L1= 0.083 for APPOINTMENT

(compared to the baseline balance of 0.818). L1= 0.083 for PRIORITY (compared to the baseline bal-
ance of 0.869).
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Table 6: Relationship between Legislative Rules and Presidential Election Boycott

Dependent variable:

Presidential Election Boycotts

(1) Logit (2) Logit (3) CEM (4) CEM (5) CEM (6) CEM

Priority 1.112 1.000 0.073 0.993
(1.143) (1.321) (80,771.850) (1.324)

Appointment −0.196 0.073 0.371 0.025
(0.559) (0.669) (0.762) (0.657)

Boycott Lag 2.437∗∗∗ 2.457∗∗∗ 2.432∗∗∗
(0.430) (0.429) (0.427)

International Observer −0.247 −0.226 −0.253
(0.436) (0.434) (0.433)

Overall Political Condition 0.227 0.194 0.229
(0.189) (0.184) (0.187)

Violence 0.074 0.081 0.071
(0.175) (0.174) (0.173)

Administrative Capacity 0.185 0.206 0.189
(0.320) (0.319) (0.319)

Constant −0.371 −2.116∗∗ −0.371 −2.116∗∗ −24.639 −3.062∗
(0.424) (0.939) (0.424) (0.939) (67,948.530) (1.572)

Observations 133 133 133 133 133 133
Log Likelihood −25.860 −69.051 −25.860 −69.051 −0.000 −68.736
Akaike Inf. Crit. 55.719 152.102 55.719 152.102 4.000 151.472

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01

tial election boycotts. Since these clauses help executive leaders protect their policy
preferences, non-regime party candidates competing for the executive position do
not have incentives to remove or act against these clauses. Hypothesis 3 expects a
null effect. The first column of Table 6 shows coefficient estimates of PRIORITY and
APPOINTMENT (sans controls) on presidential election boycotts. The coefficient of
PRIORITY is positive while the coefficient of APPOINTMENT is negative. Neither is
statistically significant. The second column shows coefficients estimates in a logit
model that includes measures of the control variables. The signs on the coefficients
on PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION BOYCOTTS in those columns show that presence of these
clauses is positively associated with legislative election boycotts, but those measures
are not statistically significant, as expected in Hypothesis 2. I also preprocess the
presidential election dataset with CEM. Columns 3 and 4 show the coefficients of
APPOINTMENT. They are positive, but statistically insignificant. Similarly, Columns
5 and 6 show the coefficients of PRIORITY. They are also positive, but statistically
insignificant. These results imply a weak relationship between presidential election
boycotts and legislative clauses that are instituted in favor of an incumbent.

5 Conclusion

In this paper, I introduce legislative rules that autocratic leaders institute to dimin-
ish non-regime political parties’ power upon their inclusion in a legislative process.
Those who care about legislative influence are more likely to engage in boycotts dur-
ing legislative elections to expose unilaterally instituted legislative rules that limit
outsiders’ legislative influences. During election time, international and domestic
audiences pay close attention to the choices non-regime parties make. Priority and
Appointment clauses differ from each other in their statistical significance. While
Priority Clauses substantively increase the likelihood of a boycott, Appointment Clauses
are positively but weakly associated with a boycott. Since these rules favor an incum-
bent president, a future incumbent can expect to utilize them if elected. Therefore,
these clauses should not be significantly correlated to the likelihood of presidential
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election boycotts. The empirical tests show some support for these expectations.
Autocratic leaders have power to shape the functions of legislatures, which can

be used for monitoring (Svolik 2012), punishing disloyal officers (Wright and Escribà-
Folch 2012), separating opposition groups (Lust-Okar 2005), or collecting local infor-
mation (Noble 2019). Threats of violence have always been available in “dictator’s
toolkit” for managing legislative challenges (Frantz and Kendall-Taylor 2014, Vree-
land 2008). We also know that autocratic leaders can manipulate the specifics of leg-
islative institutions (Pepinsky 2014). This study adds to the literature on nominally
democratic institutions in autocracies by identifying legislative rules that are insti-
tuted in national constitutions and examines how non-regime political parties react
around these rules. In a departure from existing assumptions that opposition parties
are not interested in policymaking, I theorize that some non-regime political parties
build expectations about their future legislative influence, and they may openly act
against those rules in an election period to delegitimize unilaterally instituted rules.

The high level of malappointment in Brazil, Spain, and Argentina usually does
not become an issue (Schedler 2002b) as if political parties just accept biased rules
as a legislative fact of political life (Reynoso 2000). This qualitative observation that
opposition political parties often do not mobilize against biased rules of a legislative
process is perhaps less surprising in light of this study’s findings. Non-regime polit-
ical parties may act against Priority or Appointment Clauses that favor incumbent
leaders for competing legislative seats, but they would not act against such clauses
during the presidential elections where there might be chances to take advantage of
those clauses if elected. This implies that Priority and Appointment Clauses may be
considered a form of government resources that non-regime parties can utilize by
competing in presidential elections.
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6 Supplemental Appendix

6.1 Additional Hypothesis Testing

For generating dataset with a longer time period (1961-2010), I only include world
bank economic indicators (GDP per capita, GDP per capita growth, and trade open-
ness) and political regime types (personal, military, monarch and a party-based regime
that acts as a reference category) from Geddes, Wright and Frantz (2014).

Table 7: Additional Hypothesis Testing

Dependent variable:

Legislative Election Boycotts

(1) Logit (2) Logit (3) CEM (4) CEM (5) CEM (6) CEM

Priority 1.425∗∗ 1.406∗∗ 0.303 0.081
(0.644) (0.662) (0.989) (1.142)

Appointment 0.009 0.417 1.653∗∗∗ 2.300∗∗
(0.323) (0.352) (0.591) (0.895)

BoycottLag −0.333 −0.757 −17.033
(0.254) (0.757) (2,886.497)

GDP per capita −0.0001∗∗ −0.0001 −0.0004
(0.00004) (0.0002) (0.0005)

GDP per capital growth −0.017 0.002 −0.159
(0.020) (0.164) (0.201)

Trade Openness 0.098 0.321 −0.582
(0.097) (0.586) (1.287)

Personalist 0.635∗∗ 21.036
(0.298) (2,336.044)

Monarchy 0.301
(0.539)

Military 0.857∗∗ 18.997
(0.357) (2,886.497)

Constant −1.677∗∗∗ −3.166∗ −1.411∗∗∗ −6.914 −1.179 9.014
(0.640) (1.653) (0.432) (8.945) (0.833) (19.637)

Observations 307 307 307 307 307 307
Log Likelihood −205.657 −196.935 −30.750 −21.769 −14.534 −11.017
Akaike Inf. Crit. 417.314 413.871 65.501 57.539 33.067 36.035

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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Abstract

In this paper, I argue that dictators establish a senate and design insti-
tutional rules in ways that make opposition inclusion in the process in-
significant. I identify three legislative rules that dictators can strategi-
cally manipulate a senate: appointment rule, joint voting, and major-
ity requirement. Addressing the sample selection bias with a series of
Heckman Models, I empirically show that dictators who establish a sen-
ate are more likely to extend term limits and expand power via a legisla-
tive process than those who do not, a positive effect that is more signifi-
cant in personalist regimes than non-personalist regimes. This research
contributes to the cooptation literature by demonstrating how leaders
reengineer institutions to manage the potential costs of co-opting oppo-
sition, and it contributes to our understanding of nominally democratic
institutions in personalist regimes, which are increasingly common in
dictatorships.
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1 Introduction

The term limit is an institutional constraint imposed to prevent one person’s consol-
idation of power and unlimited incumbent advantage (Ginsburg, Melton and Elkins
2010), by specifying the maximum number of terms that the executive can serve.
Although the obvious deviation from the constitutional mandate can spur protests,
many dictators have extended their rule in multiple ways (Baturo 2014). Some em-
ploy unilateral means by designating a successor while assuming a different office
or abolishing elections entirely (Posner and Young 2007). However, others choose a
seemingly more politically costly way that requires broad consensus among a major-
ity of political elites.40 They go through a formal legislative process to make constitu-
tional amendments that require more than 75% approval from legislators. Given the
increasing opposition inclusion in a legislature of contemporary dictatorships (Woo
2020, 6), this paper explores how dictators assemble a necessary majority to contra-
vene term limit laws via a proper institutional process.

Recent research focuses on personal traits of presidents as important explana-
tory factors that drive the variation in term limit outcomes. Such individual traits to
increase the likelihood of term limit extension include leader’s military background
(Dulani 2011), regime party founder status (Baturo 2014), youth (Posner and Young
2018), and leader’s popularity measured by vote share (Corrales 2016, Dulani 2011).
Baturo (2014) also argues that leaders are more likely to contravene term limit laws
when they have immunity concerns and have been able to greatly enrich themselves
in office. Leaders who have more to lose from abiding the term limits will do their
best to prevent the loss (Guliyev 2009). Given that all leaders who attempt to circum-
vent term limits have incentives to stay in power, individual leader traits have limita-
tions to explain the difference in the processes of term limit extension. In addition,
we do not know the mechanism in which leaders engineer to assemble nontrivial
majority in a legislative process despite the increased opposition inclusion.

In this paper, I argue that dictators reengineer institutional rules by establishing a
senate and make opposition inclusion insignificant in a decision-making process. To
put the increased opposition of lower legislative body under control, dictators estab-
lish a senate and strategically institute legislative rules of this upper body. The first
is the appointment rule which grants the executive the power to appoint a large por-
tion of senators, and increase the number of regime supporters in a political system.
However, if voting rule does not allow the senators’ votes to be counted in a process,
the addition would be futile. The second strategic rule choice is joint voting, which
replaces split voting as the process for amending constitutions. Requiring votes to be
combined from both chambers is a way to meet the necessary majority to amend or
promulgate constitution to extend term limits. Lastly, a senate has the constitutional
right to change legislative rules and often reduce the required majority to 50% from
75%.

If a strategic rule changes around a senate guarantees presidential term limit ex-

40When it comes to the manner in which dictators prolong their terms, leaders have certain discre-
tion. For example, article 134 of the 1996 Constitution of Algeria suggests two options for amending
constitutions: 1) referendum or 2) 3/4 majority of the two houses. President Abdelaziz Bouteflika
preferred to use legislatures for the process, and, in November 2008, a joint session of two chambers
approved to remove a term limit. A referendum was not held (Baturo 2014, 96).
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tension, should we expect all dictators to establish a senate in their last term? This
paper argues for a conditional effect of a senate as the establishment of a senate is
not costless. The opposition around the establishment or even the maintenance of
a senate is severe around politically critical times, and dictators pay high price to
thwart the opposition. If dictators have other institutions (e.g., a military or a dom-
inant party) for threatening or buying off legislators, they would not need a senate
(Baturo and Elgie 2018). However, leaders in personalist regimes in which no other
strong institutions exist are more likely pay a price of a senate and use it strategically
in a legislative process.

Types of term limit extension (via formal legislative processes or other means)
can be observed only after leaders actually extend their constitutionally mandated
terms. If I include only successful cases in my dataset, the analysis is exposed to
sample-selection bias. In particular, among dictators who do not establish a senate,
only those with strong support from a military or a dominant party will consider term
limit extension and are very likely to succeed to promulgate or amend the constitu-
tion. As a consequence, we would observe the term limit outcomes of those dictators
without a senate who receive a high level of military or party support, which in turn
makes conducting legislative majority relatively easy. Sample selection bias occurs
to produce downward-biased estimates. To address the issue, I use Heckman selec-
tion models and empirically show that dictators in countries with a senate are more
likely to extend their term limits by a legislative process. This positive effect becomes
statistically significant for personalist regimes.

This paper contributes to the scholarly understanding of the term limit outcomes
in dictatorships, showing that a senate is a costly institution to establish during a
leader’s last term. Once established, the senate can effectively allow dictators to
reengineer the formal legislative process. Departing from studying successes and
failures of leaders’ attempt to term limit extension, I desegregate term limit out-
comes in terms of the degree in which a process requires consents from different
actors. This conceptual distinction has a great potential to be used for studying the
effects of different types of term limit extension on multiple political and social out-
comes. Furthermore, this study adds to our understanding of how nominally demo-
cratic institutions operate in personalist regimes, which is becoming the most com-
mon regime type of dictatorships.

2 Executive Term Limits in Dictatorships

While dictators have all incentives to exert great efforts to stay in power, it is puzzling
to observe that dictators often face formal, legal restrictions on the number of times
that the head of the state can serve in office.41 Political office provides political lead-
ers with access to resources and influence required to enrich themselves. Slobodan
Milosevic, President of Serbia and Yogoslavia (1989-2000), for example, considered

41Baturo (2014, 78) states that many constitutional clauses are inserted automatically when new
constitutions are drafted. Term limit clause is one of those clauses that always appear in contem-
porary national constitutions without much deliberation. While most dictators accept term limits as
given, some voluntarily institute term limits themselves to buy off popularity and later contravene
(e.g., Porfrio Diaz in Mexico).
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staying in the executive office as the only option to extract wealth from the his fam-
ily businesses and avoid criminal prosecution by the international tribunal (Baturo
2014). Similarly, most dictators’ prospects of life outside of office do not guarantee
the level of rents and safety as they would acquire in office (Svolik 2012). Stepping
down can be very costly.

Setting term limits for the executive position is relatively a new phenomenon. In
Sub-Saharan Africa, term limits were not imposed upon the executive office before
the 1970s (Bratton and Van de Walle 1997). Even when leaders began a process of po-
litical liberalization by instituting multiparty competition and increasing civil rights
in a way to reduce citizen grievances from the economic crisis, term limits were not
on their menu (Yarwood 2016). In other cases, term limits are instituted when the in-
cumbent government and the opposition both share control over the constitutional
process. Even in cases where one party unilaterally rewrites the constitution, if the
party expects to have some power struggle with the opposition over an election, it
is more likely to institute presidential term limits (McKie 2017). Term limits can re-
strict the opposition’s potential for winning and prevent them from consolidating
power (Ginsburg 2003). In other words, the term limits themselves were instituted
to balance the future power balance between the incumbent and the opposition to
prevent political instability due to uncertainty around power.

While being widely enacted around the 1970s and the 1990s, the adoption of pres-
idential term limits did not guarantee dictators’ compliance. According to McKie
(2019), 31% of 221 presidents at their last term between 1975 and 2018 attempted
to circumvent tenure laws. Among them, 54 successfully extended their constitu-
tionally mandated term while 15 failed to do so. This implies that presidential term
limits, like any other institution in dictatorships, are susceptible to dictators’ will
(Pepinsky 2014). This implication has led scholars to produce multiple studies on the
relationship between leaders’ traits and their willingness to contravene term limits.
Popular leaders with a high level of approval rating are more likely to attempt to go
around the rule (Corrales 2016). A leader’s military background and the regime party
status are also positively associated with term limits contravention (Dulani 2011),
while leaders who do not depend on foreign aid and good governance constitution-
ality are less likely to pursue their action to extend terms (Posner and Young 2018).

There are various routes to contravene constitutionally mandated presidential
term limits. Some leaders first pass legislation to reduce the power of a president
but strengthen some other office. After stepping down, they take the latter office to
continue their political influence as seen in Russia with Putin. Other times, lead-
ers promulgate a new constitution and annul the previous tenure law, thereby reset-
ting their count towards new term limits. Leaders also go through formal legislative
process required to amend the existing constitutions to remove term limits. They
initiate a proposal to amend constitution in order to extend their term, and this pro-
posal passes only if at least 75% of legislators cast supporting votes. In other words,
amending the constitution requires not only the willingness of the leader but also the
mobilization of a great magnitude of supporters within political institutions (McKie
2019).

Although support from the ruling party members seems essential to enable such
mobilization, the strong and autonomous ruling party may not always benefit the
leader pursuing the elimination of term limits. Kouba (2016) argues that leaders



73

in Latin America with a more institutionalized ruling party are less successful than
those without such a ruling party in the Latin America. An autonomous party can
block popular presidents from amending constitutional clauses as shown in Peru
and Nicaragua (Corrales 2018). Furthermore, we see a decreasing trend in the pro-
portion of contemporary dictatorships where a ruling party occupies more than 50%
of legislative seats (Woo 2020, 6). Even if cohesiveness within a party can help to
induce acquiescence from a majority of ruling party members, as VonDoepp (2005)
asserts, dictators still need to induce acquiescence from a larger segment of legisla-
tors to thwart term limit rules.

Given the costs of obtaining a nontrivial legislative majority, we would expect
dictators employing unilateral means, such as executive decrees. Some dictators,
however, instead go through proper legislative process to amend the constitutional
clause related to term limits, and they are often successful. About one third of the
presidents in their final terms in countries of the third democratization wave at-
tempted to alter term limits, and 88% of them were successful (McKie 2019). In this
project, I identify three legislative rules that dictators can strategically reengineer a
process via a senate: 1) appointment rule, 2) joint voting, and 3) majority require-
ment. These rules of a senate aid dictators to obtain a necessary legislative majority
for extending term limits despite high opposition in a lower house.

3 The Effect of a Senate on Term Limit Outcomes

The creation of a second legislative house is increasingly prevalent in contemporary
dictatorships. The percentage of dictatorships with bicameral legislatures has been
steadily increasing (from 22% to 52% between 1990 and 2016) while democracies
with bicameral legislatures are in decline (from 80% to 40% between 1945 and 2016),
thereby making bicameralism a dictatorial phenomenon (Baturo and Elgie 2018). Al-
most half of the existing dictatorships in 2016 established a bicameral system with
second chambers (Baturo 2014). While the upper house has multiple names,42 “the
Senate” is most common. I henceforth refer the upper house in dictatorships as the
Senate.

The establishment of a senate is often a response to growing opposition forces.
When the opposition groups cannot be defeated in civil wars, leaders often choose to
reconcile a dispute by establishing new political institutions. Burundi in 2000 exem-
plifies such a case. In an effort to end the long-standing ethnic conflict between the
Hutu and Tutsi groups, leaders from each group signed the Arusha Peace and Recon-
ciliation Agreement in August 2000. The agreement was a transitional peace treaty
which emphasized the power-sharing formula that respected ethnic quotas in poli-
tics. As the new senate was established, members were chosen in accordance with
their tribes, regions, and their ethnicity. Hutus and Tutsis occupied a 50-50 member-
ship in a senate (Xinhua General News Service 2001). Kenya (2010) and the Central
African Republic (2016) also adopted senates as a means of reconciliation.

42The upper house is called the House of Elders (Mesherano Jirga) in Afghanistan, the House of
Nationalities (Amyotha Hluttaw) in Myanmar, National Council in Namibia, and also most commonly
the Senate in many other countries, such as Burkina Faso, Mauritania, Rwanda.
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Another reason that this paper focuses is that leaders establish a senate to put a
lower house under control when increased inclusivity in this lower body can result
in policy losses for the leaders. Opposition groups in contemporary dictatorships
are growing their influence within the institutions. The proportion of dictatorships
in which a dictator’s ruling party occupies a solid majority of seats of a lower house
has been decreasing over time (Woo 2020, 6). This is one form of threat to dictato-
rial control over the policy-making process. In response, some leaders dissolve the
legislature and deal with political costs such as widespread protests (Gandhi 2008,
64). When it is too costly to close a legislature, dictators need an institutional tool
to make opposition inclusion insignificant without removing them from the process.
This paper argues that a senate serves as such a tool for dictators. For example, the
1995 legislative election in Belarus resulted in a strong opposition faction that led a
call for impeaching President Alexander Lukashenka. In response, Lukashenka es-
tablished a senate in 1996. The senatorial seats were occupied by 64 members who
were either directly appointed by the president or indirectly appointed by the re-
gional councils, who were controlled by the president. The executive’s control has
not been challenged since the introduction of bicameralism (Baturo and Elgie 2018,
4).

Once established, senates allow dictators to significantly influence policy more
than lower houses, acting as an effective veto player on behalf of a dictator; for ex-
ample, a senate can delay and block legislation brought by the lower house (Tsebelis
and Money 1997). A close look at the procedural rules informs how dictators can
sustain veto power via the senate. In this paper, I introduce three procedural rules to
inform us about how dictators can assemble a nontrivial majority, enabling them to
extend their control while maintaining the level of opposition inclusion in the pro-
cess. The three rules include:1) the appointment rule, 2) joint voting, 3) changes in
majority requirement. Below, I define what each rules are and describe how they
aid dictators to pass proposals despite increased opposition inclusion in a legislative
process.

The first is the appointment rule. If dictators establish a senate to regain control
in the policy-making process, the membership rule should be designed to add sup-
port to dictators. Indeed, dictators can appoint a large portion of senators. In Qatar,
for example, 15 out of 45 Advisory Council seats are appointed by the emir (Ramady
2014). In a legislative process where a majority vote is required to enact new poli-
cies, the emir already starts the process with 33% of votes. Another example is from
Zimbabwe. In the 2000 election in Zimbabwe, the ruling party (Zimbabwe African
National Union-Patriotic Front) failed to occupy a two-thirds majority for the first
time since independence in 1980. The opposition party (Movement for Democratic
Change) gained 47% of votes (Sithole 2001). In response to the opposition’s growing
influence, in 2005 the Zimbabwean government established a senate in which the
president can appoint 24% of seats, which increased to 35% in 2007. Dictators in-
stitute an appointment rule to “future-proof” their control over the lower house in
which oppositions are increasing (Baturo and Elgie 2018, 4).

In general, dictators need at least 75% yes votes from legislators to pass a consti-
tutional amendment to extend presidential term limits. Through the establishment
of a senate, dictators increase the number of regime supporters and thus can pass a
bill that cannot meet a necessary majority from a lower house. However, if voting rule



75

does not allow the senators votes to be counted in a process, the addition would be
futile. The second strategic choice around a senate is to institute joint voting instead
of split voting. Joint voting is a procedure where both the lower and upper houses are
voting for an amendment as if they are one institutional body. This voting rule is dif-
ferent from split voting where each house votes separately. If constitutional amend-
ment passes only after 75% yes votes are obtained from each house, and one house
fails to meet the 2/3 vote requirement, then the constitution will not be amended.

When it comes to constitutional amendments, national constitutions in dicta-
torships imply joint voting. For example, the 1987 Constitution of the Philippines
states, “Any amendment to, or revision of, this Constitution may be proposed by: 1.
The Congress upon a three forth vote of all its members.” The 1991 Constitution of
Gabon also states that, “The adoption of any proposed revisions of the Constitution
by a Parliamentary vote requires at least a two-thirds vote from the members of the
two reunited Chambers.” Instituting joint voting instead of a split voting is a strate-
gical choice because joint voting allows the dictator to make votes from newly added
regime-supportive senators counted for meeting the necessary majority. This way,
not having a necessary majority in the lower house does not become a problem.

The third strategic institutional choice is to allow a senate to change legislative
rules. With this right, a senate often reduces the required number of votes, if meet-
ing the necessary two-third majority seems impossible or split voting is instituted
(e.g., Rwanda). A senate can modify the voting rule from the two-thirds majority to
the absolute majority, which requires only 50% of yes votes from legislators instead of
75%. An example is found in Paraguay. The 1992 Constitution of Paraguay allowed a
president to serve only a single five-year term. In 2018, President Horacio Cartes’
Colorado party supported an amendment to extend Cartes’ term. To ensure vic-
tory, the Colorado party modified several internal regulations of Senate. One of the
maneuvers was to change a voting rule from the two-thirds majority to an absolute
majority to reduce the voting requirement to approve an amendment. In 2017, the
Paraguayan Senate had 45 legislators while the Chamber of Deputies (lower house)
had 80 members. If the original two-thirds majority rule was applied, amendment
passage would have required 30 yes votes from the Senate and 53 yes votes from the
Chamber of Deputies. However, after changing the voting requirement to an abso-
lute majority, the president was able to pass the constitutional amendment by ob-
taining only 25 votes from the Senate and 44 votes from the lower house (Wildberger
2017).

Not all dictators establish a senate despite their value in guaranteeing presiden-
tial term limit extensions. This is because the establishment of a senate has its costs.
Opposition political parties are aware of the structural rules that disproportionally
favor the government, which is why those opposition parties often protest the estab-
lishment of a senate. In the case of Burkina Faso, opposition parties rejected a pro-
posal by President Blaise Compaóre to reestablish a senate in 2010 - eight years after
it was abolished. At the time, Blaise Compaóre faced his constitutionally last term
which he could extend by amending the constitution, but his ruling party (Congrès
pour la Démocratie et le Progrès) did not command the necessary two-thirds ma-
jority in the National Assembly. The opposition accused Blaise Compaóre of trying
to expand his term limits without going through a referendum, seeing that the sen-
ate and the president’s ability to appoint Senators would enable Blaise Compaóre to
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command the majority that is required to amend the constitution (Frère and Engle-
bert 2015). Compaóre could not buy off the opposition. The senate was not reestab-
lished, and there was no term limit extension that year.

Even when a senate exists, keeping the institution supportive of a leader’s cause
is also difficult. During critical times when important bills are on the agenda, lead-
ers cannot afford opposition in the second-highest political institution. Mauritanian
President Mohamed Ould Abdel Aziz provides an example in which it can be costly
to have a senate during a critical time. In August 2017, he was accused of trying to ex-
tend his term limit, and the Senate rejected his proposal to change the constitution.
Aziz called the senate “useless and too costly” and initiated a referendum to abolish
it (BBC 2017). Although the referendum for abolishing the senate was victorious for
Aziz, he was not able to extend the term limits without this governmental body.

The fact that dictators have to overcome opposition to establish and maintain a
senate implies the high costs associated with the institution. Dictators have to win
over opposition groups who would make all efforts to prevent the government from
making observable changes into the status quo institutional setting. Opposition en-
deavors will be stronger when important agenda items like presidential term limits
are on the table, thereby adding to the political costs of the senate to the dictator.
Dictators who have other institutions, such as military and a strong ruling party, can
use the institutions to threaten or buy off legislators. In personalist regimes in which
there are no such institutions or the institutions are too weak to convince legislators,
dictators have been seen to establish a senate to increase the chance of extending
the term limit.

In sum, this paper argues that a senate has a positive effect on extending term
limits via constitutional amendment. A senate is established to regain control over
the policy-making process in a regime in which opposition’s policy influence is not
negligible. I identify three procedural rules that dictators can strategically choose
to make the opposition inclusion insignificant in the process of amending constitu-
tions, and ultimately in the process of extending presidential term limits. However,
this positive effect is only valid when a senate is established for this purpose. The es-
tablishment of a senate is costly, and dictators will pay the costs only when they have
to. When they have other institutions, such as military and a strong regime party,
to threaten or buy off legislators, they would rather use these institutions instead of
paying price for a senate. Therefore, the positive effect of a senate is conditional on
the regime type. In personalist regimes, dictators need to rely on the strategic insti-
tutional designs of a senate to extend term limits in a formal way. In other words, we
will see the positive effect of a senate mainly in personalist regimes. However, this
effect will disappear in military or party regimes because of other institutions.

Hypothesis 6. A senate in a leader’s last term increases the likelihood of constitutional
amendment for extending presidential term limits in personalist regimes, but such a
positive effect of a senate is present in only in personalist regimes.
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4 Testing Hypothesis

4.1 Operationalization

To quantitatively test the relationship between a senate and presidential term limit
outcome, I estimate a series of cross-national statistical models. The unit of analysis
is a head of state in his or her last presidential term in a dictatorship. I first use the
Baturo (2014)’s dataset to sample leaders in their last presidential term. Following
Alvarez et al. (1996), Przeworski et al. (2000), Vreeland (2008), I adopt a minimalist
conceptualization of regime type and create a binary measure that identifies dicta-
torships based on the lack of fair and competitive election of the executive and the
legislature. In particular, I use the dataset of Variety of Democracy (Coppedge et al.
2018) which identifies country-years without multiparty elections (i.e., closed autoc-
racy) and country-years with multiparty elections which are not free and fair (i.e.,
electoral autocracy).43 Subsampling dictatorships from Baturo (2014)’s dataset re-
sulted in 103 authoritarian leaders from 1961 to 2010 in the final dataset.44

I have two dependent variables. One dependent variable codes whether or not
a leader successfully extends term limits regardless of success type. Another depen-
dent variable codes whether or not the extension is done through a formal legislative
process for which large segments of legislatures are required. The formal process in-
cludes amending or promulgating a constitution which requires 75% of all present
legislative members. More specifically, I use the presidential term limit dataset by
Baturo and Elgie (2019), which introduces 10 ways that leaders can respond to their
constitutionally mandated tenure during their last term. Three out of ten ways code
a process in which a leader needs consent from a large portion of legislatures. These
three options 1) promulgating a new constitution (e.g., Peru 2000), 2) changing the
constitutions to allow re-election in a single regime (e.g., Peru 1993, Brazil 1997), and
3) changing the constitution to eliminate term limits (e.g., Uganda 2005, Kazakhstan
2007). I create a binary variable to code 1 if a given leader in his or her last term ex-
tends the term limits by one of the three ways mentioned above, and 0 if term limits
are extended via other means which such majority support from a legislature is not
needed. Term limit outcomes that are coded 0 include cases in which a leader steps
down but designates a successor or a leader steps down but assumes a different of-
fice. In other cases, leaders suspend elections for the time being or abolish elections
entirely (Baturo 2014, 53-69). In these cases, a leader can take actions without con-
sent from a large portion of legislatures.

I also code 0 if a given leader steps down without any further actions and retires
from political life. In other words, the value 0 of dependent variables does not distin-
guish between cases in which leaders comply with the term limits without attempt-
ing to extend them and cases in which leaders attempt but fail. While there might

43Their measures of election freedom and competitiveness concern “registration fraud, system-
atic irregularities, government intimidation of the opposition, vote buying, and election violence”
(Coppedge et al. 2018, 47).

44Another popular identification of dictatorships is a democracy measure from Cheibub, Gandhi
and Vreeland (2010). However, their measure includes term limit extension as a factor used to catego-
rize dictatorships. Furthermore, this identification produces a dataset with only 71 dictators in their
last term. For these reasons, I used a dataset from Coppedge et al. (2018).
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be differences between these to cases (McKie 2019), they are not always identifiable.
Baturo (2014, 148) shares his concern about this, writing that “...the initial maneuver-
ings by presidents that probe reaction to possible third-term bids yet subsequently
abandon them are more difficult to identify. It is also conceivable that presidents at-
tempt to cajole their subordinates behind closed doors, but fail. Any specification of
the attempt is prone to exclude relevant cases.” His recommendation is to include
these two different types of cases into one group.

A senate is the key explanatory variable of interest. As shown in some cases, a sen-
ate may not be in effect even if a constitution specifies its existence. For this study, a
senate should be not only de-jure but also de-facto so that senators’s votes are legit-
imately counted. By de-facto, I mean a senate that is equally or more powerful than
the lower house. Some senates are not part of a legislative process, and senators do
not have voting rights because they take only an advisory role. In such cases, the es-
tablishment of a senate does not represent leader’s strategic institutional choice in a
decision-making process. Therefore, I create a binary variable,senate, to code 1 if a
senate is both de-facto and de-jure, and 0 otherwise.45

This paper argues that personalist dictators are more likely to use a senate as a
strategic tool whereas leaders in other types of regimes rely on a unified military or a
dominant party to change constitutions. In other words, the positive effect of a sen-
ate on term limit extension via constitution changes is conditioned on the regime
type. In particular, To identify personalist regimes, I use a dataset by Geddes, Wright
and Frantz (2014). Coders of the dataset examine which institutions control over pol-
icy, leadership selection, and the security apparatus. If a ruling party, a unified mil-
itary, or a royal family imposes direct control in a decision-making process, a given
regime is not personalist. Instead, if “a narrower group centered around an indi-
vidual dictator” controls important decisions, a given regime is coded as personalist
(Geddes, Wright and Frantz 2014, 319). I create a binary variable, personalist, to code
1 if a given dictator is a leader in a personalist regime, and 0 otherwise. This variable
is interacted with a senate variable to show the conditional effect of a senate on term
limit outcomes.

I add multiple covariates that are argued to explain the success of the term limit
extension in the earlier works. Domestic reputation also influences a dictator’s in-
centive to stay longer in the presidential office. If citizens perceive their president
to be performing well economically, then the president is more likely to have pub-
lic support for extending his or her term limits. For this reason, I control GDP per
capita and GDP per capita growth. In addition, term limits are more likely to be con-
travened in countries where the economic dependency on democratic countries is
low (McKie 2019). For proxying global dependency and economic interconnectivity,
I control for the degree in which a given dictatorship depends on international trade.
The trade openness variable is created by dividing the sum of exports and imports by
GDP per capita. For those economic variables, I use the World Bank’s World Devel-
opment Indicators (WDI) database.

I control for political environment which affects the value of holding presiden-
tial office and costs of tenure change. Leaders are more likely to contravene the term

45In particular, I use the v2lgdomchm variable from Variables of Democracy (Coppedge et al. 2018).
This variable asks, “If the legislature is bicameral, which chamber is dominant?” I code 1 if a senate is
equally or more powerful than the lower chamber, and 0 otherwise.
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limit laws when holding political office provides better opportunities to enrich them-
selves than outside opportunities (e.g., private industries or public appearance). The
income-generating capacity varies by leader. For example, if other branches of gov-
ernment can hold the leaders accountable for using public funds, it will be harder
to extract private gain from public budget. Dictatorships vary in terms of the level
of political capacity of a legislature and judiciary to question improper government
behavior. To identify the variation, I use v2xhor acc variable from Variety of Democ-
racy dataset to proxy the degree in which the above institutions ensure checks be-
tween institutions and prevent abuse of power (Coppedge et al. 2018). I rename the
variable to be Horizontal accountability. Furthermore, the degree in which political
rights and civil liberties are afforded affect the leader’s ability to contravene the term
limit law. I use a Polity 2 score from the Polity IV project to proxy the current level of
democracy in a given dictatorship.

4.2 Empirical Analyses

The outcome of interests, or types of term limit extension (via formal legislative pro-
cesses or other means), are observed only after leaders actually extend their con-
stitutionally mandated terms. If I include only successful cases in my dataset, the
analysis is exposed to sample-selection bias because the process of selecting obser-
vations depends on one value (i.e., successful extension) of the dependent variable.
For example, when trying to estimate the effect of a senate on types of term limit ex-
tension, we need to account for the fact that some dictators without a senate can also
amend constitutions under certain conditions. From Baturo and Elgie (2018)’s argu-
ment, we know that dictators who can rely on or are constrained by a united military
or a dominant party are less likely to establish a senate. Those dictators in military
or dominant-party regimes are usually less likely to extend term limits because rigid
rules are often institutionalized for a regularized turnover in office (Magaloni 2006).
Among dictators who do not establish a senate, only those with strong support from
a military or a dominant party will consider term limit extension and are very likely
to succeed in promulgating or amending the constitution. As a consequence, we
would observe the term limit outcomes of those dictators without a senate who re-
ceive a high level of military or party support, which in turn, makes conducting a
legislative majority relatively easy. Sample selection bias occurs because the sample
(dictators who extend terms regardless of types of extension) is unrepresentative of
the population of the paper’s interest (all dictators in their last term). The result of
this problem is that regression of the likelihood of term limit extension via constitu-
tional changes will lead to downward-biased estimates.

To address this issue, I use sample selection models and estimate two regressions:
a binary selection equation determining whether a particular leader will be sampled
for the outcome equation, and a binary outcome equation determining whether a
particular leader goes through a formal legislative process for term limit extension.
Parameter estimates of the selection model are used to calculate the inverse Mills
ratio, which is in turn used to estimate the effects of a senate and covariates in the
outcome model.

Selection models are “sensitive” to correlation among covariates in both selec-
tion and outcomes models (Puhani 2000, 58). To alleviate the sensitivity, I impose
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an exclusion restriction by adding one extra covariate, trade openness, in the selec-
tion model. The trade openness variable is left out of the outcome model on some
theoretical grounds. Dictators whose economies are highly intertwined with a global
market may care about their international reputation of the country. The reputation
of being a law-abiding country is important for such dictators (Hansen, Johnson and
Unah 1995, 539) and they may be less prone to contravene constitutionally man-
dated presidential term limits. On the contrary, those who are less dependent on
open trade may not care about having such a reputation. Consequently, losing the
international reputation may be similarly cared about (or not cared about) by dicta-
tors once they decide to extend term limits. Therefore, trade openness is assumed
to affect the decision to extend term limits without affecting the divergent types of
extension.

In the selection stage, the dependent variable codes whether or not a given leader
in his or her last term is successful in extending the constitutionally mandated terms.
I use a Probit regression to meet the test’s assumption of bivariate normality (Bush-
way, Johnson and Slocum 2007). Model (1) in Table 8 shows the results of the model
estimating the effect of a senate on a successful term limit extension. Both the cre-
ation of the senate and the interaction term (Senate*Personalist) are negatively asso-
ciated with term limit extension success when we disregard the types of success. The
results of Model (1) are not statistically significant. The only variable that shows a
statistically significant effect is Polity 2. As the Polity 2 score goes up (i.e., as the level
of democracy increases), it is less likely that dictators in their last term extend their
terms.

Table 8: Senates, Personalist Regimes, and Term Limit Outcomes

Dependent variable: Term Limit Outcome

Success Constitutional Amendment

Probit ML selection Heckman
Two-Stage

(1) (2) (3)

Senate −0.371 0.060 0.073
(0.409) (0.272) (0.313)

Senate*Personalist −0.647 0.923∗ 0.923∗∗
(0.725) (0.494) (0.451)

Personalist 0.679 −0.464∗ −0.441
(0.431) (0.238) (0.348)

GDP per capita −0.284 0.020 0.011
(0.174) (0.058) (0.148)

GDP pc growth 0.007 −0.013 −0.011
(0.032) (0.020) (0.018)

Horizontal accountability −0.207 −0.109 −0.117
(0.258) (0.185) (0.164)

Polity 2 −0.134∗∗∗ 0.086∗∗∗ 0.086
(0.038) (0.024) (0.069)

Trade openness 0.019
(0.149)

Constant 1.527 2.118∗∗∗ 2.129∗∗∗
(2.285) (0.572) (0.702)

Observations 103 103 103

R2 0.196

Adjusted R2 0.039
Log Likelihood −47.869 −80.760
Akaike Inf. Crit. 113.738
ρ −1.000 −1.174
Inverse Mills Ratio −0.843 (0.834)

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01

The second stage of selection models determines the effect of a senate on types
of term limit extension. As discussed earlier, I disaggregate successful term limit ex-
tensions into two types: changes in constitutions via a legislative process and other
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non-legislative ways. I first estimate the Maximum Likelihood Heckman model. This
model assumes that error terms have a bivariate normal distribution with mean zero,
and error terms of both selection and outcome models are jointly correlated. Wooldridge
(2002) notes that this procedure is sometimes difficult to converge and less robust
than the two-step procedure. Therefore, I also add the Heckman’s two-step proce-
dure, which assumes the error terms to be independent of the independent variables
with mean zero. Model (2) shows results from the Maximum Likelihood selection
model, and Model (3) shows results from the two-stage Heckman selection model.

As hypothesized, the presence of a senate during the last term year is positively
associated with term limit extensions via a legislative process as shown in both Mod-
els (2) and (3). The positive effects become statistically significant when a senate
variable is interacted with a Personalist variable. Although leaders with a senate are
less likely to extend their term limits in general (Model 1), they are more likely to
extend their tenure via a legislative means than leaders without this governmental
body. A Personalist variable shows a negative association, indicating that dictators
in personalist regimes are less likely to use a legislative process for term limit exten-
sion in general. In addition, leaders in countries with a higher polity score are more
likely to extend their terms via a formal legislative process. The coefficients of these
terms are statistically significant in the Maximum Likelihood selection model (Model
2), but the significance disappears for Personalist and Polity 2 in the Heckman Two-
Stage model (Model 3). The interaction term, the main interest of this paper, is still
statistically significant in Model 3.

To explore whether the effect of a senate depends on the regime type (personal-
ist vs. non-personalist), it is indispensable to interpret the interaction effect, which
is formally given by the second derivative. Finding the interaction effect in a linear
model is straightforward. We find a second derivative (with respect to interacted vari-
ables in turn), and values from other variables are cut out in the process. Therefore,
we can infer the interaction effect by the coefficient of the interaction term. However,
in a non-linear model context, such as a Probit model with a cumulative normal dis-
tribution, the second derivative includes all the other variables and the interaction
effect is conditional on all other control variables.46 Consequently, the interaction
effect is computationally challenging to calculate in a non-linear model context.

One way to overcome this difficulty and interpret the interaction effect of a per-

46The expected value of the dependent variable in my case is expressed as follows

E := E [y |x1, x2,2] = F (β1x1 +β2x2 +β12x1x2 +wT β= F (u)
where F(u) is the cumulative normal distribution Φ(u) because the Heckman selection models in
this paper employ a Probit regression. x1 and x2 are explanatory variables of an interest while w
represents a set of covariates.

Frondel and Vance (2013) derive the second derivative of this equation in respect to x1 and x2

as following for discrete variables.

△2E
△x2△x1

:= △
△x2

(
△E
△x1

)
= △

△x2
(E [y |x1 = 1, x2,w]−E [y |x1 = 0, x2,w]).

This can be further disaggregated to

= E [y |x1 = 1, x2 = 1,w]−E [y |x1 = 0, x2 = 1,w]

−E [y |x1 = 1, x2 = 0,w]−E [y |x1 = 0, x2 = 0,w]
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sonalist regime is to break down the interaction effect into two parts and test the
statistical significance of each conditional marginal effect. Following a method by
(Frondel and Vance 2013), I desegregate the effects of a senate as shown below.

△Leg i sl ati ve

△Senate
|Per sonal i st =0 = 0.166 (1)

△Leg i sl ati ve

△Senate
|Per sonal i st =1 = 0.257 (2)

Equation 1 shows that the relationship (i.e., the calculated slope) between a sen-
ate and the extension via a legislative process in non-personalist regimes is 0.166
(with p-value=0.613). Equation 2 shows that the slope in personalist regimes is 0.257
(with p-value=0.117). Since the dependent variable for the outcome model is a dis-
crete variable, it is not easy to produce a substantive interpretation, but we can still
examine the slopes’ direction, magnitude, and significance level. These slopes are
positive as hypothesized. The magnitude is stronger in personalist regimes than in
non-personalists regimes as well. That is, the slope in personalist regimes is steeper
than the slope in non-personalist regimes, indicating stronger relationship in mag-
nitude in personalist regimes. However, these interaction effects are not meeting
the standard statistical significance level. Despite statistical insignificance of the
marginal effect, the empirical tests for estimating the effects of a senate on term limit
outcomes show some support.47

5 Conclusion

Senates and executive term limits are often initially established to balance power
among multiple actors and prevent one’s attempt to consolidate power in dictator-
ships. If these initial intentions of these institutions are preserved, the existence of
one institution should help another prolong. This study supports this expectation
by showing a negative association between a senate and term limit contravention
in general. On the other hand, however, some dictators often blatantly attempt to
reestablish or abolish a senate in their final term as they prepare the process of ex-
tending term limits. Once established, this paper argues, a senate becomes an insti-
tutional tool to induce consensus around a leader’s initiative to extend presidential
term limits.

Opposition groups are aware of the structural rules that disproportionally favors
the incumbent leader. As shown in the Burkina Faso case, the opposition does its
best to prevent a leader from establishing a senate in his or her last term. The costs
of having a senate during this critical time. Even when a senate is already estab-
lished, keeping this governmental body supportive of a leader’s cause is also costly.
The case of Aziz in Mauritania shows that a leader cannot afford to have a senate
that is against his proposal to extend term limits and eventually abolish the insti-
tution, thereby failing to amend the constitution. The high costs associated with
establishing/maintaining a senate make it a signaling institution in which political

47Greene (2010, 292) argues that the significant tests are meaningful on the coefficients, not the
marginal effect.
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actors refer to infer a leader’s strength. When a senate is established during a leader’s
last term, lower chamber legislators and judges are more likely to agree to support a
leader’s initiative because going against a strong leader can incur high political costs
for them. This study also empirically find that dictators with a senate are more likely
to extend term limits via a consensual means instead of a unilateral means.

This study is a first study that examines the relationship between senates and
types of term limit extensions in dictatorships. It also aims to motivate further study
on the role of a senate in determining various economic and political outcomes in
dictatorships. The costs of establishing this institution in a politically important time
indicate that a leader’s action around a senate can be informational to various actors,
including legislators, judges, and citizens. While a lower chamber can agitate citi-
zens by providing information about elite co-optation (Woo and Conrad 2019), this
study suggests that an upper chamber informs citizens about a leader’s strength and
support around a leader’s initiative, thereby discouraging citizens from mobilizing
against an incumbent leader.
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